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An Apology Jor Offering Advice to Americans 



IN THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY the Jesuit relations, the 
idealization of the Indians, the popularity of Franklin, 
the admiration of the "corrupt French" for the Quakers and 
for the frugal and moral farmers of the young republic had 
helped create an "American myth" in France. Then, for 
more than a hundred years, in spite of Chateaubriand's 
glowing and mendacious descriptions of the American 
scenery from Niagara to the land of the Natchez, appre- 
hension and condescension prevailed in many of the al- 
lusions to the materialism of the New World scattered in 
the writings of Stendhal, Balzac, Baudelaire, Flaubert, 
Renan. Youthful readers of Fenimore Cooper, Mayne Reid, 
and later of Jack London lavished their fervor on Indians 
or animals rather than on the pioneers pushing the frontier 
westward; their sympathies went to the Negroes rather than 
to the plantation owners or to the first industrial barons. 

Up to 1 9 1 7, when the author of the following essays hap- 
pened to hear the United States mentioned at school, 
apropos of a few anecdotes on Washington, of a revolution 
which the subsequent French one was supposed to have 
broadened and universalized, of the "War of Secession," 
his imagination was hardly touched. The French have al- 
ways been more partial to their own past, glamorous and 



LIFE, LITERATURE, AND LEARNING IN AMERICA 

turbulent as it is, to world history, and their philosophy of 
history has traditionally been content with explaining the 
greatness and decline of the ancient world and the French 
march to classical or Napoleonic greatness; Voltaire alone, 
mischievously seeking to belittle the claims of Christianity, 
undertook to give prominence to non-Mediterranean lands 
in his remarkable account of the growth of civilization. A 
few sketches from Washington Irving, a few moral pre- 
cepts culled from Emerson, occasionally some very didactic 
novel recommended by the pastor's wife to French Protes- 
tant families, and of course the rapturous discovery of 
"The Raven," "Ulalume" or "Annabel Lee" and of sam- 
ples of Whitman's strangely elongated lines which French 
teachers quoted as having dealt the first deadly blows to 
classical French versification and to have given heart to the 
Symbolist rebels: such was about all the literary baggage 
from the New World with which a boy of seventeen left his 
"lycee." 

Woodrow Wilson and 1918 changed all that. In 1925, 
this writer was one of many who sailed from Europe to ex- 
port French culture to the country which had captured the 
imagination of French youth and won the gratitude of a 
whole nation. Few of these had ever taken the trouble to 
read Tocqueville, whose return to the pinnacle of French 
political thinkers and of cheerless but lucid prophets of the 
mass age only occurred in the late nineteen thirties and in 
the forties, when the world in dismay looked for conserva- 
tive ancestors. But far too many of these travelers, lec- 
turers, and teachers thought they could not do less than 
dash off a volume on America, her women, her speakeasies, 
her factories, her slums, her marble palaces in California 
and Florida, her campuses teeming with athletes, squir- 
rels, friendly teachers and experimenters of the companion- 
ate marriage. Amid such a plethora of travel diaries or of 
analyses and psychoanalyses of the American soul, the best 
of which were easily those by Andre Siegfried and by Jean 
Prevost in Usonie, an ignorant and timid professor vowed 
to observe and to serve, but not to add another volume to 
that most exasperating and most ephemeral province of 
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European letters: impressions on and lavish advice to the 
United States. The sweetest sermons are probably those 
which remain unheard melodies and at any rate unwritten 
ones. Years of acquaintance with a country, as with a per- 
son, wear off the excitement and destroy the innocence re- 
quired to maintain a sense of wonder or the eager register- 
ing of details. Dissections of the American national temper 
had better been left to social anthropologists. The most pro- 
found interpretation of America, as of Soviet Russia, will 
some day be proposed by novelists or dramatists, in Europe 
or in the United States, who will do for this country what 
Tolstoy, Balzac or Dickens did for theirs. 

It remains for a teacher and a scholar who prefers having 
the world too much with him to haughty indifference to his 
surroundings, to express himself when urged to do so on 
the education, the culture and the literature, hence almost 
inevitably also on the politics of the country which he has 
adopted as his second home. His vantage ground is solid. 
He seeks no publicity, no financial increment from such 
writings, and, while not necessarily equating the duty of 
educating with that of being tedious, he does not have to 
strive for entertainment or for striking anecdotes. He does 
not have to be obsequious or flattering, and tact and com- 
mon sense forbid him condescension. He may avoid that 
banality which turns everything to insipid silliness and 
eschew also the search for originality, for "L'Amerique 
insolite," which obscures the essentials and aims at child- 
ish novelty. Frenchmen have produced the smallest group 
of immigrants to the United States of any large European 
country and have probably, as a nation, remained coolest 
to the myth of America and the slowest to melt in the fa- 
mous caldron. They have seldom forsaken the prerogative 
of criticizing the land of promise and bounty which they 
admired and envied, and even of barking at the hand which 
fed them. They could securely rely on the capital of good 
will accumulated by Lafayette and Rochambeau, Tocque- 
ville and Pasteur, by Mont Saint Michel, Verdun and the 
Folies-Bergere. The Statue of Liberty, after which every 
American schoolboy molds his ideal of womanhood and his 
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reassuring acceptation of the surrounding matriarchate, 
came after all from the land of small, dapper, vocal French- 
men. A stern Gallic professor may be forgiven if he prefaces 
a motley volume of essays, elicited from him at some time 
or other by kindly requests from colleagues and friends, 
with a few remarks aimed only at serving his adopted 
country. 

Let him state baldly at the outset that he has not stayed 
and worked in this country for thirty odd years for the sake 
only of half belonging and not belonging, and thus vent- 
ing his gall in turn on each of the two countries which he 
considered as his. He hopes to have thus far been that 
creature of exception: the Frenchman who never listened 
to the protests of his liver and whose bile never yet had to 
be kept under control by Vichy water. He did undergo 
passing moments of disappointment at American policy; 
he suffered, and not in panicky silence, while a demagogic 
Senator frightened all but a few courageous intellectuals 
and caricatured the true face of America to foreign ob- 
servers. His inside knowledge of the country's youth main- 
tained his faith in American common sense and idealism, 
even in 1939 and in 1950. He did not have to endure 
World War II in Europe and was thus kept from the illu- 
sions of a starved and besieged continent which pictured 
Roosevelt's compatriots as messiahs and saviors. He was 
likewise spared the revulsion from such a messianic mood 
which subsequently led Europeans to rejoice in pointing to 
flaws in the American colossus and to all-too-human frail- 
ties in its spiritual armor. Behind much anti-Americanism, 
in the early fifties, there lurked the disillusionment of 
frustrated romantic love and the growing but annoying 
conviction that America pictured the condition which was, 
in its worst but not always in its best features, to be that of 
Western Europe within a very few years: digests, televi- 
sion, milk bars, tabloid newspapers, delinquent youth, fas- 
cination with "circuses" increasing just as people ate less 
bread but drank more whiskey, cult of foreign princesses 
in the process of marrying, etc. Self-hatred in disguise 
paraded behind the scorn for allegedly soulless Yankees 
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and between the letters of the "Americans go home" slo- 
gans. 

It would be pointless to yield to the common weakness 
of teachers, their obsession with the past; to condemn the 
mistakes of the last thirty years with jaundiced hindsight 
and to heap sanctimonious blame on those who, since Yalta 
and Potsdam or even earlier, missed some of the most 
golden opportunities ever tendered to rulers by fickle des- 
tiny. This writer's unambiguous conviction is stated in the 
following pages: that the balance sheet of American policy 
since 1941 is heavily favorable and no other country can 
match the achievement in education, in political leadership, 
in civic generosity and foreign assistance, which has, for 
fifteen years at least, been that of the United States. Can- 
tankerous recrimination against a number of mistakes 
would be as unjustified as it would be discouraging. 

Whether they themselves and the rest of the Western 
world like it or not, Americans have to continue, presum- 
ably for fifty years at least, which is about as far as can 
ever be envisaged in human affairs, bearing the brunt of 
guiding our civilization. They might, in thus doing, dis- 
regard all adverse criticism and trust their own instinct 
as the France of Louis XIV, the Great Britain of Queen 
Victoria, the Germany of Bismarck once did. Because they 
are modest, even overly diffident of their own ability to 
blaze the path for others, and since persuading one's fellow 
beings has, even more than in Pericles' time, become a pre- 
requisite for effecting their good, contemporary Americans 
lend a receptive ear to advice offered by foreigners in their 
midst. Thirty-five years of teaching have assured this pro- 
vider of gratuitous counsel, for one, that young Ameri- 
cans, and even those who are gracefully growing old, sel- 
dom resent strictures which are meant to be constructive. 
From the heritage of Puritanism, they have salvaged an 
earnest desire for self-improvement. 

What are the goals which this French-American teacher 
would, when he formulates his testament of good will, like 
to see young Americans pursue more energetically? What 
benefits may he rashly hope that the publication of these 
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sundry essays could provide? What, as a European attempt- 
ing to contribute in his own modest measure to American 
education and to American attitudes, does he hope to have 
achieved? 

First, some broadening of the American curiosity. A dec- 
ade or so after the Peace of Versailles and the ensuing 
disillusion with all foreigners who were pictured as preying 
on the gullible innocence of Americans, those new Adams 
who had ventured beyond the gates of their Garden of Eden 
to rub shoulders with the evil men of Sodom and Gomor- 
rah, a trend set in which favored isolation, America first, 
and social sciences as the only path to salvation. That trau- 
matic break with Old-World culture which had too long 
looked upon America as its mere appendage was necessary 
and in some respects beneficent. European art critics, com- 
mentators on American literature, visitors to American 
campuses, lecturers to ladies' groups, analysts of the Amer- 
ican psyche from London, Paris or Vienna, all had treated 
the culture of the country much too patronizingly. (The 
French record in that respect was, however, not the worst 
one. Already in the late eighteenth century, French or 
Swiss French writers had been the first to encourage the 
rest of Europe to shake off the yoke of French imitation and 
to draw from their reading of French authors a lesson of 
independence and even of nationalist audacity. In the years 
following 1930, while Britain was still reluctant to grant 
recognition to "the American imagination" and to found 
chairs of American history and literature, the rebels of 
the Lost Generation were admired and followed in France, 
and professors lectured, from Lille to Algiers, on Melville, 
Henry James, O'Neill, Faulkner and Charlie Chaplin.) 
Still, a concentration in this country on the American 
scene, on the social and economic problems of the United 
States, on a reinterpretation of American history, and a 
consequent disregard for the ancient and the foreign lan- 
guages appeared to be the inevitable accompaniment of 
America's impetuous coining of age. 

The historians, the social thinkers, and even more the 
educators of the years 1925-40 failed, however, to realize 
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that the international responsibilities devolving upon their 
country were going to be heavier than ever before the 
heaviest yet incurred by any great nation. They neglected 
advocating the acquisition of foreign languages, not only 
as a tool, but as a key to the understanding of other coun- 
tries which, at the very moment of her preponderance, 
America had to win, to persuade, even to court. Courtship, 
as the playwright Giraudoux once remarked, must be well 
nigh impossible to the deaf and mute; the art of prepara- 
tions, which roues regard as (next to the skill in breaking 
off) the most demanding in love, and the art of making 
friends in foreign trade and relations, all need words ex- 
pertly placed and preferably words spoken in the partner's 
own language. Too many American scientists, educators, 
men of affairs, army officers called upon to administer and 
train oftener than to fight, politicians and diplomats, busi- 
nessmen and officials of international organizations behave 
like mute and inglorious cripples when attending meetings 
where a language other than their own is spoken. Even 
when simultaneous translation is provided, they lie at the 
mercy of interpreters; and while multilingual foreigners do 
part of their work in the lobbies, at the bars where truth in 
wine is revealed, in conversation with wives at which masks 
might be lifted and playful hints dropped and picked up, 
monolingual Americans feel out-talked and outwitted. 

A determined campaign initiated by the Modem Lan- 
guage Association of America, equally strenuous and fer- 
vent endeavors by Ambassador James Conant and other 
statesmen, the active interest of several foundations and at 
last the Government and Congress, impelled by the need 
to meet Russian competition, have finally reversed the trend 
which had banished foreign languages from many a school 
and not a few colleges. Arguments for such study, perhaps 
more necessary today than the strengthening of our sci- 
entific education, are developed in some of the essays col- 
lected in this volume. Obstacles in the way of intensified, 
and especially of improved, language study are, on the 
other hand, real: the lack of qualified teachers is the worst. 
Second and not far behind is the tendency of many grown- 



LIFE, LITERATURE, AND LEARNING IN AMERICA 

ups to blame, not themselves and their lack of obstinacy in 
pursuing a study barely sketched at school, but their 
teachers or the methods followed for their inadequate mas- 
tery of a foreign language. Few would similarly cast all 
the blame on their teachers of geometry, of spelling, of 
ethics or of marriage problems for their failure, as adults, 
in those disciplines or in applying them. In truth, the coun- 
try as a whole has not yet had its imagination fired by the 
need to forsake its complacency and a trend to parochialism. 
It reads few foreign weeklies or monthlies; it is still afflicted 
by an inferiority complex when called upon to overcome 
frustrations and hesitations and formulate sentences in an- 
other tongue. 

A teacher of languages does not deal only or primarily in 
words and sentences, declensions and conjugations, child- 
ish stories about a strange nation and the pursuit of all that 
may be queerly exotic in a Spaniard or a Russian. His role 
is also to make the student flexible enough so that he may 
borrow someone else's mental habits and ways of feeling, 
and thus enrich his own microcosm. A person can prove to 
be the most valuable of psychologists if he thus develops 
insight into the motives of men raised in a different en- 
vironment. At least as much as the study of history, the in- 
telligent study of a language provides lessons in perspec- 
tive. It also should foster disbelief and the growth of critical 
spirit through the examination of how words look in an- 
other tongue, of how they denote and connote very different 
things in languages in which they had seemed to be alike, 
through the close literary commentary of difficult foreign 
texts. Contrary to a common prejudice, a critical spirit can 
and should coexist with enthusiasm; it strengthens rather 
than destroys faith in what stands the test of a severe 
scrutiny and deserves to be believed. There is perhaps no 
intellectual quality which a professor can be prouder of 
having imparted to his students. 

Critical spirit need not mean reducing truth to con- 
sistency alone and worshipping logic to the point of hunting 
out all value judgments and all affective or irrational im- 
pulses. There may well be validity in C. M. Jung's asser- 
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tion that disagreement with himself is the surest mark of 
the civilized man. There are other ways of reconciling two 
contradictory statements than the summary elimination 
of one of them or the silencing of impulses springing from 
that obdurate organ which we call the heart. Where would 
art and much literature be if creators did not start from a 
chaos of inner contradictions and seek to live with them, to 
bring some of them to a clarifying sunlight, or to instil the 
more insidious ones and unsolvable dilemmas into their ac- 
complices, the readers? The exercise of intelligence does 
not entail the reduction to rational terms of what pertains to 
other realms. Sophistry is a more harmful foe to intelligence 
than sentiment. 

But critical spirit is a prerequisite in our approach to 
most disciplines and to every science and should be prac- 
ticed at least provisionally, like Montaigne's and Descartes' 
methodical doubt, before it is laid aside or transcended. It 
is all the more necessary today as the modern mass media 
all converge on its obliteration. Publicity dins its slogans 
into our ears; the six or ten reasons why we should purchase 
a product which we do not really want are loudly enumer- 
ated on the radio; salesmen and advertisers do not abide 
our question; they assert, they repeat, they dull our capac- 
ity to resist, they rush the metamorphosis of an image into 
another image before the prospective convert, or victim, 
can develop the image into a reflection. It should not be un- 
patriotic or anti-American to hint that the hypertrophy of 
publicity in our midst constitutes the one grave flaw of 
American culture, and perhaps of American capitalism 
which relies too heavily upon it. 

When applied to public affairs, to the press, to states- 
manship, the evil is even graver. Such fatuous Madison- 
Avenue slogans as "A Bigger Bang for a Buck" and "Peo- 
ple to People" are accepted as considered and realistic 
policies by alas! the very people who proclaim them. A 
perennial surprise to any one who probes public opinion in 
the most lavishly informed of countries is to notice how 
little, and poorly, informed we are. The national neurosis 
which swept the country during the McCarthy era would 
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not have occurred if the people had been more critically in- 
formed, hence less surprised by a few cases in which they 
read betrayal and spying. The shocked astonishment which 
followed the forced withdrawal of an aged Korean presi- 
dent, the quick overthrowing of a long tolerated Cuban dic- 
tator, the condemnation of a Dominican one by the United 
States which had long accepted, if not supported, him 
should never have occurred with a public critically in- 
formed by its press. The year 1960 brought a number of 
even ruder jolts to American confidence, or naivete: in 
Africa, in Turkey, in the shooting down of a plane which 
had to be ( or too generously was ) acknowledged as spying, 
in the cooling off of Western Europe toward American 
leadership. A President who had entered the White House, 
hemmed in with worshipful solemnity, eight years earlier 
had to retort publicly to those who doubted it, that his 
country had not lost the first place among great powers; but 
the question, which would have been inconceivable in 
1950, could be asked in 1960 by honest and disquieted 
Americans. 

A good many countries in the Western Hemisphere have 
recently charged America with imperialism. Americans, 
candidly and generously devoted to the score of countries 
in their hemisphere which they had helped develop, proud 
of their record in the Philippines and Puerto Rico, could 
well feel outraged by such ingratitude. Did any statesman, 
did any one in the press, clearly explain that owning pub- 
lic utilities and factories in Cuba, investing heavily in 
Canadian industries and mines in need of capital, develop- 
ing Bolivian tin and Venezuelan iron ore with their funds 
and their know-how, was indeed, in other people's eyes, a 
form of imperialism not so very remote from the abhorred 
colonialism attributed to greedy European countries? Even 
worse, has American business ever attempted to explain 
abroad that without similar European investments in the 
United States during the nineteenth century half of our 
population might still be scratching a comparatively mean 
existence from the soil? 

Other nations have often been afflicted with a venal press, 
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swayed at will by government funds. This country's jour- 
nalism is rightfully proud of warding off government inter- 
ference in its reporting. It holds facts as sacred and presents 
them, in its bulky newspapers, in such abundant confusion 
that only those critically trained to sift and interpret could 
possibly make head or tail even of the most reliable news- 
papers in New York, Washington or St. Louis. The obses- 
sion with news, that is with the happenings of a few hours 
ago, obfuscates the perspective in which these happenings 
should be viewed in order to be properly weighed. Thus, in 
the fall of 1960, some of our best newspapers featured 
developments in the Congo on their front pages rather 
than in the theatrical or comic sections where they prop- 
erly belonged. Editorials seeking to be impartial often suc- 
ceed only in sounding sanctimonious and timid, and some 
truths are practically never printed. 

Perhaps this situation arises from the growing standardi- 
zation of the American press. Cities that formerly had 
three or four daily newspapers now have only one or two, 
and even these rely heavily upon nationally-syndicated 
columnists. There are no longer many opportunities in 
American journalism for a William Allen White. The 
mass-circulation magazines, fearful of offending adver- 
tisers and anxious to attract as many readers as possible, 
seldom print anything but the most jejune intellectual pap. 
Steady readers of some of our digest magazines, to use 
in another context the words of an educator quoted else- 
where in this volume, inevitably learn less and less about 
more and more until they finally know nothing about 
everything. The nonspecialized quarterlies "slanted" for 
the intelligent general reader have become a habit with piti- 
fully few, and even fewer read British periodicals, to say 
nothing of those published in Western Europe or Latin 
America. A country gets the press that it wants but not 
necessarily that it deserves. Those who train the intelligent 
youth of America should teach it to want what it needs 
and in truth deserves. 

Some of the grievous events which marred the Korean 
War, revealed in that disturbing book by Eugene Kink- 
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head, In Every War But One (1959), which pointed to 
a sad lack of intellectual lucidity and of moral resistance 
in American soldiers, might well have been prevented 
with a little more criticism, and a little more faith in their 
cause, in childishly uncritical men. There were a number 
of high school and even of college graduates among the 
hundred or so who absorbed enemy propaganda or allowed 
themselves to perish in Chinese prisons during that war; 
they, their teachers, or the methods used in educating 
them must have been glaringly deficient. 

Continental Europeans have lately been called in sub- 
stantial numbers to American universities, laboratories or 
journalism, or been driven there by the intolerance and 
folly of some European governments through the years 
1917-45. There were few farmers or industrial workers 
among them, but many men versed in political thinking, 
psychology, art, literature and business. One of the essays 
which follows was written at the request of a university 
press anxious to appraise this curious intellectual migra- 
tion to the New World, such as history had never known. 
The migration was so intellectual as to have colored with 
its cast of thought and with its language, often more Ger- 
manic than English, much of American writing since 1938 
or so. Americans appear to have received patiently super- 
cilious admonitions about their immature fear of thought, 
their cult of conformity, and their reluctance to grant 
honors or generous financial rewards to "intellectuals" in 
their midst. 

The word smacks of continental f oreignness in English, 
and even such a one as Bertrand Russell pretends to be in- 
sulted when referred to as an "intellectual," which implies 
that the person thus dubbed claims more intellect than he 
has. But the term is being naturalized in the United States. 
Those of us born and educated abroad who believe that 
they have learned from America from their very students 
in many cases as much as they taught, have tempered 
their haughty and vain conviction that ideas rule the world 
and that they are the depositors or the sowers of those 
ideas. For a Frenchman in particular, ever prone to regard- 
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ing himself as the heir to Montesquieu, Voltaire, Diderot 
and Rousseau, hence as the potential architect of a revolu- 
tion, an American experience is a sobering one. It brings 
him to respect pragmatism and to plumb the depths of the 
abyss which separates abstract thinking from action. 
Goethe was not afraid to have his Faust end up prosaically 
as an engineer and he repeatedly warned his readers that 
"the law of life in the end always reduces itself to checking 
thought with action and action with thought." The pride 
of all brain trusts, of theoretical economists and political 
thinkers, would be humbled if they realized how little of 
their ambitious systems is actually ever put into use by 
statesmen and men of affairs. Roosevelt, Churchill, De 
Gaulle, Mussolini, Lenin himself, the most bookish of them 
all, and certainly all of Lenin's successors picked an idea 
here and there in the books that they read, mutilated a 
coherent system to borrow from it only what suited them, or 
suited the demands of the time which pressed on them, 
discarded the rest, and sooner or later dismissed their 
doctrinaire advisers. Ideas do act in history, but only 
through men who deform and transform them in applying 
them and according to a process of degradation which few 
historians have yet cared to study. 

Intellectual arrogance has little place in the United 
States; and when all is considered, it never was justified in 
Europe, where the record of men of letters, of artists, of not 
a few professors and political theorists, under Hitler, Sta- 
lin, Mussolini, even under Petain, did not prove to be one 
of uncommon discernment. Let the European intellectual 
who has placed himself at the service of America beware of 
importing his passion for ideas divorced from reality into 
a culture which rightly cherishes instinct and empiricism. 
Nevertheless, he should point out that expediency, which 
seems to have dictated too many decisions of late, usually 
turns out to have been a shortsighted tactic, even in politics. 
Realism and pragmatism are needed in the process of de- 
vising the means to an end, but, to be dynamic and "poeti- 
cal," the end must first have been defined idealistically. 
The quality of poetry, broadly conceived, is probably the 
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most sorely needed one today in the domestic and foreign 
policies of the great nations. Generosity, fraternity, even 
rashness or at least boldness, are elements of that poetical 
view of life which capitalism often practices but fails to ex- 
press with warmth. 

With all the mass media buzzing around us, it is far 
from certain that the goals of our foreign policy are clearly 
understood. Every one of the candidates, to the highest 
office and to many lower ones, is content with advocating 
more spending on armaments as if there lay a panacea. We 
are only now beginning to doubt that Asiatic allies, bought 
with weapons and forced out of their neutrality, would 
have heart for a fight if not immediately threatened. 

Meanwhile we pour out millions to assist other nations, 
but tend to think that we have thus discharged our duty and 
that emergent nations in other continents can truly profit 
from such generosity, when in fact they have no adminis- 
tration to handle the funds, no competent civil service, 
very little know-how, and allow the equipment given for 
their armies, roads, harbors, and agriculture to rust and to 
rot for lack of upkeep and repair parts and because they do 
not truly want to receive bounty in that way. From Laos 
to Iraq and soon from north to south in Africa and in the 
Americas, we have taken it for granted that we had to 
spread our way of life and raise backward nations to a con- 
dition in which they could profit from our technology and 
our hygiene. But poor countries have only watched the 
poor among them grow poorer, and a few rich grow richer, 
from our foreign aid. 

Our type of civilization demands not only a rate of invest- 
ment which underprivileged countries cannot afford, a tech- 
nological culture which can be acquired only gradually, but 
also a rapid depletion of water resources, mineral wealth, 
forests, nonrenewable fuels. After lavishly, short-sight- 
edly, and greedily, exploiting our own resources, we may 
well have no moral right to counsel young nations or old 
nations in the process of rejuvenation, now embarking on a 
course which need not be the same as ours. The whole is- 
sue of foreign aid, or of aid to the emergent nations all over 
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the world, connected with the other equally pressing issue 
of the stabilization of the price of raw materials, must be 
thought over constructively by the most imaginative 
brains in the country. It implies no disbelief whatever in the 
American way of life or in Western technology to suggest 
that we must not necessarily propose to all the new nations 
of the world an economy of unlimited growth, a philosophy 
of quick expansion, a lavish exploitation of their natural 
resources, and even encourage their nationalism, when such 
goals may well lead the Eastern or the African world to up- 
heavals, discontentment and spiritual uprooting. 

In several other regions of our planet, the policy makers 
of the Western nations, led today by the United States, 
similarly fail to think critically, lucidly, constructively. If 
our press dares not proclaim it, if our leaders choose to lull 
us to lethargy with rosy slogans, a few intellectuals, blend- 
ing idealism in their broad principles with realism in their 
clamor for workable solutions, have the duty to raise their 
voices. How can countries which fought a bitter war against 
a fanatical persecutor of the Jews admit that the Suez 
Canal can be for years and years closed to ships bound 
for Israeli harbors? Is a perfunctory and mild denunciation 
sufficient to soothe our consciences? Can we long withhold 
recognition of the frontiers of Poland, or hope that the 
two Germanies can ever be reunited without a cataclysm, or 
expect the allegiance of our NATO allies in Europe after 
turning against them in their African difficulties or when 
they rashly undertake a Suez expedition? Finally, what will 
we do if Khrushchev ever becomes as overconfident as 
Stalin in 1950 and Hitler in 1939 and imposes an effective 
blockade on Berlin? 

At home, equally momentous problems should challenge 
young Americans and draw the boldest of them away from 
the security of careers in advertising, finance, engineering 
and toward the one realm in which, ultimately, the critical 
decisions are prepared and made: politics. The excess pro- 
duction of wheat, cotton, meat and other agricultural goods 
is a chronic issue and can no longer be eluded. Statesmen 
will only face it if impelled by an enlightened public opin- 
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ion. Labor relations are no less thorny, and it is easy to 
blame corrupt unions and not unjustified to do so; but we 
regularly wait for another steel or railroad strike to de- 
plore the lack of an adequate system of arbitration, instead 
of preparing for, hence against, the eventuality. Our city 
planning and traffic in our congested streets are said to 
cause more mental worry to Americans than any other 
trouble, even more than sex, and yet imaginative solutions 
are hardly ever envisaged. We all know from historical 
precedents that armament races have regularly led to wars 
and that a war today would spell ruin to all of us; but who 
bravely and squarely faces the alternative, which is: can we 
afford to disarm? Can we avoid depressions without, as in 
1940 and 1950, embarking upon an economy which must 
in all frankness be termed one of war? A first rate "intellec- 
tual 1 ' among us has done so: Gerard Piel, in the Bulletin of 
Atomic Scientists of April 1960. What echoes has he 
aroused in the thinking of businessmen, military and po- 
litical leaders? Is it defeatist to maintain that, unless we 
discover ways in which mankind can survive in prosperity 
while producing fewer armaments, unless our imaginations 
can be fired for poetical and dynamic goals other than fight- 
ing, we shall have deserved to perish? 

These questions and others are not rhetorical. To be 
sure, it is easier to ask them than to provide the answers. 
But it is essential that they be asked. The conviction of the 
author of these essays is firm: Americans have, today, to 
lead the rest of the world to constructive, even to grandiose, 
solutions. They must be aroused from a certain apathy and 
pursue important goals. They must recapture faith in better 
tomorrows and in progress. The framing of a renovated, 
less naive, less materialistic philosophy of progress than 
prevailed in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries is to- 
day an urgent necessity, disregarded by most of our think- 
ers. Challenges, we are told, are required for audacious 
men to rise up to them. There is an abundance of them for 
the American reaching manhood in I960, but they are too 
seldom presented challengingly. May the intellectuals 
among their educators convince the youth that never was 
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it more necessary to cultivate intelligence, strengthened by 
critical spirit, broadened by curiosity about the rest of the 
world, and multiplied by imagination. 

Moral superiority does not lie on the side of the Old 
World. It was in the New World, with the assistance given 
to rehabilitate war-ridden nations, then with the Marshall 
Plan, that the principle of solidarity was first understood 
as extending to other nations and the sharing of national 
wealth with underprivileged peoples was first proclaimed 
as a duty. Today, however, inertia and passivity gravely 
threaten America's moral position. Behind some cynicism, 
and a liberation from puritanism and from all taboos on sex 
which has gone very far, behind even the revolt of the 
young today and the aberrations which lead some of them to 
delinquency, there lies a gnawing moral hunger. Young 
people do not want to find preachers in their teachers or 
parents, but they are only superficially amused when they 
discover cynics in them, or elders emulating the very young 
in their behavior with the advantage of a fatter pocket- 
book. 

Our conviction is firm: American youth today lacks the 
awareness of a dynamic goal which it could be persuaded 
to strive for. Even though the survivors of the generation 
that made the Revolution voice the same complaint about 
Soviet youth, therein and therein alone America's only 
possible inferiority to Russia, perhaps even to Western 
Europe which, having sunk low during her years of occu- 
pation and abjection, has since been fired by eagerness to 
rehabilitate herself. It is up to men of an older generation, 
perhaps more particularly those who are familiar with his- 
tory and with other cultures and wish the United States to 
shun mistakes committed earlier and elsewhere, to propose 
these goals after first brushing aside cobwebs of empty 
formulas. The most objective of scholars, even he whose 
vocation it is to interpret modern novels or plays where 
morality seldom triumphs and where restraint even more 
seldom prevails, cannot, without abdicating his role as 
teacher, avoid being, discreetly, a moralist. 
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The Emigre Scholar in America 



IT WOULD BE SHEER HYPOCRISY to deny or to ignore the 
implications of the title of this essay: one is forced to 
talk about oneself and to generalize from a personal and 
inevitably limited experience. For one's experience in a 
new country, one's adaptation to it, and one's influence on 
it are bound to depend largely upon a personal equation, 
which had better be stated frankly, if humorously and 
gracefully, so as to eschew the naiVe egotism of those who 
are accustomed to having the youth take notes at their feet 
on each of their dicta. Yet, and in spite of our mild resent- 
ment whenever we are considered by others as typical of 
our native country and therefore as less unique than we 
should like to be, only those of our reactions which may 
be taken to have been shared by a number of others in 
similar circumstances should be stressed as embodying a 
valid body of reflections on American culture by a half- 
naturalized European. The lecturer's assumption that he is 
for a few hours "the Frenchman" vying with Fernandel's 
expressive mimicry must thus be forgiven. So must the 
broad claim that his specific title, "The Emigre Scholar hi 
America," seems to put forward. Let it be recalled once and 
for all that America, because of its geographic immensity, 
its varied ethnic background, the utter lack of standardiza- 
tion which prevails in the field of education as contrasted 
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with European countries, offers a number of exceptions to 
any general assertion which one may venture. 

Another word of warning should be in order. The two 
obvious pitfalls open before anyone who writes on America 
are ^fulsome praise of everything American and syste- 
matic disparagement of all that is not sufficiently European 
(hence cultured, refined, mature, spiritual) on this conti- 
nent. Those same pitfalls have always been laid before any- 
one who wrote on any country, young or old, and the most 
common of all complexes in nations is doubtless the in- 
feriority-superiority complex. If touchiness is a feminine 
prerogative (but women are too generous to have kept it to 
themselves), from ancient Greece to Russia, from Iran to 
France and Argentina, all nations have always been femi- 
nine, as the gender for the word nation in most languages 
well indicates. Plutarch relates somewhere the fate of a 
philosopher, not too remote from a sophist, by the name of 
Callisthenes. He was asked to deliver an oration in praise 
of the Macedonians and did it with such a flow of eloquence 
that all who heard rose from their seats to applaud. Alexan- 
der, however, remarked, quoting Euripides: 

/ wonder not that you have spoke so well. 
*Ti$ easy on good subjects to excel. 

And he ordered him to display the true force of his elo- 
quence by telling his Macedonians their faults, "that, by 
hearing their shortcomings, they may become better in the 
future."" So did Callisthenes, who was later thrown into 
prison by the King and put to death. 

America has withstood an inordinate mass of criticism, 
much of it acrimonious and derogatory, for she had served 
as the subject of some of the best books ever written by for- 
eign observers (Tocqueville, Bryce, Siegfried, Jean Pre- 
vost) and of many of the silliest travel books. Her own 
literature is today more relentlessly self-critical than any 
other. Her consciousness of her power is now keen and 
sobering enough to make her lenient toward those critics 
who may be envious of her or disappointed in too lofty ex- 
pectations. She is now an old country, or at least a mature 
lady who has received enough tributes to be inured to vain 
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flattery. The very idea for this series of lectures [published 
as The Cultural Migration], which was a timely and an 
original one, offered a challenge to scholars from whom de- 
votion to truth, sense of proportion, fairness as well as 
gratitude to their adopted country, and a desire to serve it 
further through constructive criticism are naturally ex- 
pected. 

The question about which five representatives of varied 
fields of science or scholarship have been asked to do some 
soul-searching and a public confession is one on which they, 
like other men in the same predicament, had been led to 
reflect occasionally. The adoption of a new language, of 
novel sets of reference, the abrupt assumption in middle age 
of a new background, new traditions, a new relationship 
with a very different public could have been a traumatic 
experience. That it has been so in only an infinitesimal num- 
ber of cases is a tribute to American hospitality and to a 
profession whose chief advantage is closeness with an ever- 
renewed youth. Any university bulletin, any table of con- 
tents of a learned journal, any list of recipients of fellow- 
ships, grants, and honors by foundations includes a sub- 
stantial number of foreign-born scholars and scientists and 
bears eloquent testimony to the continued fertility and 
adaptability of men and women who came to these shores 
from Europe. Although the peak of that influx has long 
been passed, many of those newcomers are still in their full 
productive stage. Their children constitute in many cases 
a group of "hyphenated" young Americans whose gifts are 
above the average and who hold the cultural traditions of 
their families in high respect. They have trained many dis- 
ciples over here. The extraordinary development of Ameri- 
can universities and American science and culture in the 
last half-century an even more remarkable phenomenon 
than the growth of American power or the industrial and 
business progress within the same span of years is due 
primarily to Americans. Yet, at a time when mass emi- 
gration had stopped, since 1925, the contribution of emi- 
gres who were welcomed here added materially to native 
achievements and often stimulated them. 



The Emigre Scholar in America 23 

Economic, military and political leadership has now been 
thrust upon this country. The burden was not sought for 
and is not altogether welcome. Complacency, intellectual 
security, reliance on one's self alone, isolation in relation 
to "old countries" and very old continents aroused by revo- 
lutionary impulses can no longer be practiced. No evasion 
is possible. The United States must assume the legacy of 
the Western World and carry that legacy still further: for 
nothing is safely preserved that is not assimilated and ex- 
panded. In doing so, this country will rely upon the con- 
tinued assistance of foreign-born intellectuals who may 
have not higher, but other, gifts of imagination and of 
spirit, and know which of those gifts can be used to advan- 
tage by an eager and dynamic country anxious to save the 
world as well as herself. History will leave it to the credit 
of the United States, Canada and Mexico that, better than 
other nations of the New World, they knew how to at- 
tract, retain, utilize and develop energetic and gifted emi- 
gres from a war-ridden continent. 

The intellectual migration to America during the years 
1925^50 or so may well rank one day as one of the very 
important migrations of historynot in terms of numbers, 
of course, but for the debt contracted by a few to many and 
for the invaluable contribution made by those few to the 
collective being of which they soon became part. It would 
be a boon to posterity if more of those emigres (poets, 
painters, musicians, thinkers, teachers, political refugees, 
etc.) would write their memoirs, as Albert Guerard and 
Vladimir Nabokov have done, and would record their ex- 
perience in their adopted land. Thomas Mann, Albert Ein- 
stein, Darius Milhaud, Marc Chadourne, Giovanni Bor- 
gese, Salvador Dali, Jorge Guillen, W. H. Auden, Igor 
Stravinsky, Henri de Kerillis, Heinrich Bruening, a score 
of other eminent persons, and a hundred or more distin- 
guished academic scholars could for once compete on a 
similar theme and leave precious documents to the social 
historian. On similar migrations in the past we have ample 
and yet inadequate information. 

Without going back to the Greek intellectuals who civ- 
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ilized Uncouth Latium" and made Lucretius, Terentius, 
Horace and Virgil possible, or to the handful of scholars 
who may have left Constantinople after the Turks seized 
the city in 1453, we may throw a quick backward glance 
on the first great intellectual migration of the modern 
world: that of the French Huguenots during the seven- 
teenth century and especially after the Revocation of the 
Edict of Nantes in 1685. William Penn was one of the 
first to realize how valuable the Huguenots would prove to 
his colony, especially as weavers and growers of vines. He 
was also aware of the high cultural level which had been at- 
tained in France by those Huguenots, who belonged almost 
entirely to the middle classes and had displayed marked in- 
tellectual curiosity as well as independence of views. The 
role of the Huguenots in Prussia, in Holland, in Great 
Britain, and in America has been explored in several of its 
facets (the volumes on Huguenot emigration to America by 
Charles Baird and Gilbert Chinard are well known) but 
never yet surveyed in a comprehensive treatment: to them 
the modern world owes its first good dictionaries, gram- 
mars, and translations, a sturdy blossoming of periodicals, 
the dawn of a new literary cosmopolitanism, and a powerful 
impetus to the nascent spirit of the Enlightenment. 

The second great cultural migration also started from 
France and during its course many members of the nobility 
fled to all parts of Europe and to America after the great up- 
heaval of 1789. It is much better known, thanks to the re- 
search of Fernand Baldensperger. It gave teachers of lan- 
guages, of fine arts, of good manners to Europe; more par- 
ticularly journalists, essayists, and novelists to Germany 
(Rivarol, Chamisso, Charles de Villers); and sent a few 
gastronomes, speculators, and enthusiasts for primitive cul- 
ture to America. But it altered France even more pro- 
foundly than it did the countries which provided hospitality 
to those emigres fleeing the consequences of the French 
Revolution. For the exiles from the French nobility and the 
upper class, frightened by the Parisian mob in turmoil, had 
to substitute solitude for society life, regret of the past for 
their former Epicurean enjoyment of the present. Melan- 
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choly filled their souls, and an unquiet sensibility, prone to 
seeking comfort in religion, replaced the former mode of 
life which had stressed the senses and the intellect. They 
became receptive to a new literature which had not sub- 
mitted to analysis and to classical rules or standards but 
celebrated passion, death, search for all that was vague 
and infinite. The majority of those emigres returned to 
France, having learned little politically, but as one of 
them, Chateaubriand, well said in his Memoirs and as the 
remarkable study of Baldensperger was to confirm, having 
changed inwardly so much that they made the Romantic 
movement in France possible and provided a public for the 
writers of the new era. 

The nineteenth century witnessed tremendous demo- 
graphic upheavals: colonial expansion to Asia and Africa, 
the winning of huge segments of non-European population 
to Christianity, the settlement of an ever-growing number 
of Europeans in North and South America. Few of those 
migrations, however, may be said to have been predomi- 
nantly intellectual or cultural, with the possible exception 
of the German liberal migration following the failure of the 
Revolution of 1848. The mass migration to America be- 
tween 1880 and 1924 brought agricultural and industrial 
workers, pioneers and adventurers, members of oppressed 
ethnic minorities from Russia, Austria-Hungary, and Ire- 
land, but relatively few intellectuals as such. The present 
century, however, was to be, as Nietzsche had prophesied, 
an era of revolutions, and those revolutions were to be the 
most relentless of all ideological revolutions. Such civil 
wars as the religious conflicts of the sixteenth and seven- 
teenth centuries, the Spanish struggle of 19 3 6--39 , even 
the American Civil War, are fought without mercy until 
unconditional surrender is obtained. For passions of the 
spirit are the fiercest of all. World War II merely super- 
posed a war against Nazi Germany over a civil war between 
Right and Left in every country and a war of colored people 
in Asia and Africa against white colonial rule. Dictatorial 
and revolutionary regimes similarly single out spiritual 
and ideological dissent as their primary foe; anything which 
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is not rendered unto Caesar is in their eyes to be eradicated 
as the most noxious of all weeds, that of heresy. 

The era of revolutions which was heralded by that of 
Lenin in 1917 is therefore marked by the persecution of 
intellectuals and the exile of many of them. From the Rus- 
sian emigrations which followed 1917, France and Amer- 
ica have profited most, France particularly since Russian 
thinkers like Berdyaev and writers like Irene Nemirovski, 
Henri Troyat, and Zoe Oldenbourg seem to have become 
most easily acclimatized there, as had earlier Polish men 
of letters and Lithuanian poets like Milosz, one of the finest 
in French recently. But as years drew on and Fascism, then 
Nazism, appeared as a mortal threat to free culture in Eu- 
rope, America became the haven for intellectuals. The in- 
calculable consequences of the migration to the United 
States between 1933 and 1950 cannot yet be described. 

Germans and Austrians, especially those who were early 
in danger in their native land because of their Jewish ori- 
gins, naturally predominated in this influx. They constitute 
one of the most vigorous elements in present-day American 
intellectual life, around periodicals like the Partisan Review 
and Commentary; they have brought their methods, their 
concern for intellectual values, their capacity for productive 
work to many departments of German, Romance Philology, 
Political Science, Art, and Economics of American uni- 
versities. In many respects and in spite of some mishandling 
of the English language (which in American economics, 
political thought, and criticism has alas! lost all kinship 
with the elegant prose of Adam Smith or John M. Keynes, 
of Richard Hooker and Walter Bagehot, of Hazlitt and 
Virginia Woolf), those exiles from Germanic lands have 
enabled American speculation in many fields to leap for- 
ward with unheard-of boldness. American pragmatism and 
fondness for factual empiricism were strengthened by the 
Germans' patience for the collection of data and their 
"Sachlichkeit." At the same time the other facet of the 
German mind, by which it suddenly challenges the respect 
for minute data and embarks upon systematic speculations, 
is mirrored in American culture. Philosophy has invaded 
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many academic curricula; psychological or sociological 
generalizations fascinate college youth. Tocqueville had 
wisely remarked that C the Americans are much more ad- 
dicted to the use of general ideas than the English." In 
several respects, American intellectual life is today closer 
to the German than to the British. (Many university press 
editors, thinking of the average scholar's use of footnotes, 
will immediately sigh and agree with another aspect of this 
statement. ) 

Next to the immense contribution of the German exiles, 
but surprisingly far behind it, considering the community 
of language and of tradition, has been that of the British. 
Obviously no compelling force has urged scientists, schol- 
ars and writers from Great Britain to emigrate to the 
United States. Very few professors from England seem to 
be called to the English departments of American univer- 
sities, but some writers decided to establish residence in the 
New World: Alfred North Whitehead and I. A. Richards 
have exercised a lasting influence here. The gain in the 
literary output or to the continued growth of Aldous Hux- 
ley or W. H. Auden is more doubtful. Fascism drove but 
a very small number of Italian intellectuals over here: En- 
rico Fermi and Giuseppe Borgese are outstanding exam- 
ples. Many distinguished Spaniards emigrated after the 
advent of Franco, almost all of them men of letters who 
have continued writing in their own language, teaching 
their literature, and living their own culture, with the ad- 
mirable racy quality which is the privilege of Spaniards. 
They have not easily been integrated into the broad current 
of American culture, and their fundamental distrust of effi- 
ciency and productivity, of the subordination of the individ- 
ual to the community and of the family to a broader civic 
group, hardly prepared them to merge themselves in this 
country. They have continued developing as Spaniards and 
as representatives of Hispanidad, which is a tribute to the 
hospitality they received in the United States. 

A few features common to these exiles from Western 
Europe who hailed America as a land of promise may be 
enumerated: they arrived here fully trained abroad and 
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brought with them set habits of work, fully perfected 
methods, and pride in their culture and their past achieve- 
ment. They were uprooted in the sense that they were sud- 
denly severed from their countrymen and had no reason to 
seek close association with foreign-language groups in 
America or with immigrants of their own nationality who 
had established themselves earlier in Chicago, Brooklyn, or 
Cambridge. Many of them were liberals and champions of 
democracy, but they had little in common with Calabrian 
peasants, German metallurgical workers, Polish miners, 
Irish policemen, or French-speaking textile workers from 
Canada. They were keenly conscious of a cultural past 
which they missed and which did not make assimilation 
as easy as it may have been for those who gained immedi- 
ate advantages from a higher standard of living and a more 
equal distribution of the comforts of life. Many of them, 
being artists and writers or intellectuals in general, were 
by nature dissatisfied and reacted against any environment 
and any way of life which appeared to them as a leveling 
down and as unconcerned with their hyperdeveloped egos. 
The least adaptable of all seem to have been the artists, 
and among those the painters and sculptors more than the 
musicians. There are exceptions, and the names of foreign 
artists who left Germany after the closing of the Bauhaus 
school at Dessau come to one's mind: Archipenko, Gabo, 
Pevsner have settled here from Russia; Duchamp and 
Ozenfant from France; De Kooning from Holland; 
Feininger, Grosz, Moholy-Nagy from Germany. But few 
of those artists have been attracted to the portrayal of the 
American scene, not even through the transposition into 
abstract forms which is today their indirect means of repre- 
sentation. Chagall, Fernand Leger, Masson and Lipchitz 
chose to return to France after World War II. Since then 
not many newcomers of distinction among sculptors and 
painters have apparently been drawn to find a permanent 
abode and a creative stimulus here. Matta Echaurren, Dali, 
and Ernst had arrived here before 1941. 

Frenchmen were once great pioneers, and their epic ad- 
ventures as fur traders, missionaries, soldiers and sailors, 
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even as administrators and friends of native populations 
hold no mean place in the history of North America, of 
India and the Near East, and of the South Pacific. Al- 
though their country was for centuries the most populous in 
Europe and had twice, if not thrice, as many inhabitants as 
their rival Great Britain, they seldom settled in large num- 
bers in their colonies or in the territories which they ex- 
plored. Their cultural influence abroad was immense; but 
they could wait for other countries to study their language, 
manners and art, and send their own citizens to Paris in 
search of the refinement, the joie de vivre, and the pleasant 
touch of immorality which is supposed to be an ingredient 
of culture. The defeat of France in 1940 and the Vichy 
regime drove a limited number of French or naturalized 
French intellectuals to America. Many of them returned to 
France after 1944. Complaints against economic and po- 
litical conditions at home are often heard on the lips of 
French youth today, and a desire to emigrate to America 
is frequently expressed. It often remains a mere desire, 
and the low immigration quota of the French is in fact 
hardly filled. Many of the young men who had been tempted 
to teach in the United States at the close of World War II 
have flocked back to France. Not a little of the prestige en- 
joyed by French people in this country is probably due to 
their relative scarcity, and the few Frenchmen who are 
met by the average American belong to the so-called artis- 
tic professions: actors, dressmakers, barbers, professors of 
literature, cooks. 

The French have proved more stubborn than most other 
Europeans in withstanding assimilation. Their resistance 
to the English language and to the Anglo-Saxon cuisine 
(as they mistakenly call it, lumping American cooking 
with that of England) is proverbial. Both in French Can- 
ada and Louisiana-to a much lesser extent in New York, 
Hollywood and San Francisco -the French have kept to 
themselves and to their own cultural traditions. The chief 
motive which impels French people to live or remain abroad 
seems indeed to be the delight afforded by the daily criti- 
cism of the strange eating, loving, drinking, and reading 
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habits of the foreigners among whom they have trans- 
planted their irony and their national passion for conversa- 
tion. There is a strange mutual fascination between the 
two peoples, American and French. The shrewdest analysis 
of the United States has repeatedly been that made by 
French observers, and the appeal of France and of French 
literature and art is still unequaled in this country. But the 
intellectual migration from France remains but a trickle, 
and the first American question before a Frenchman's can- 
didacy to a position over here is: Will he like our ways? 
Will he be adaptable? 

The impediments to a true marriage of minds between 
the two nations are many: First, some cultural patriotism 
or even nationalism, deeply ingrained in the French, and 
persistent inclination on their part to view America as the 
land of Fenimore Cooper and Jack London and to find 
Americans most genuine when they act (at least in their 
novels) as primitives greedy for violence. Then the inveter- 
ate French habit of critically observing the wines and the 
women of foreign lands, and their stubborn conviction that 
if a man washes dishes in his home and works too hard at 
his office he has been turned into a slave of a perfidious 
matriarchate and is reduced to a tool pouring gold and his 
man's brain and tender male heart into a crucible to pamper 
woman's caprice. Some profound semantic misunderstand- 
ings separate the two civilizations: The word "leisure," for 
instance, and even the word "loitering" (fldner) are sacred 
to the French and to the Latin peoples generally, while even 
the most arduous workers among them refuse to proclaim 
the gospel of work and to present each of their activities as 
a service to the community. At the bottom of their hearts 
they protest against the condemnation of their first ances- 
tors by a wrathful God who doomed them to eat bread in 
the sweat of their brows. To admit that a country which has 
no outdoor cafes can be civilized requires from them a 
painful stretch of the imagination. Americans, on their own 
side, will not easily concede that French is not necessarily 
synonymous with Gallic, hence charmingly but deeply im- 
moral. For many years, in the nineteenth century, a preju- 
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dice opposed anything French as smacking of Catholicism 
and popery. The suspicion against Catholicism has not al- 
together died out even though France has supposedly be- 
come the country of free thought and existentialist atheism; 
ironically enough and for this very reason, suspicion of the 
French is now most prevalent among all but the most in- 
tellectual circles of American Catholicism. Only the name 
"Huguenot" has continued to be regarded as a fetish, and 
to give oneself out as a descendant of the French Huguenots 
(who, by that criterion, must have been more prolific than 
polygamous patriarchs) is a claim to nobility, to morality, 
higher than to be descended from one of William the Con- 
queror's knights. 

French Protestants, who are such an infinitesimal por- 
tion of the French nation today ( probably one-fif tieth or so ) , 
have always been more attracted to Anglo-Saxon culture 
than their compatriots. Some of their Sunday school stories 
and many of the novels which are allowed them in their 
teens are translations from the English and presumably 
safer than French books for their faith and morality. Their 
curiosity is thus drawn toward "the big mysterious island," 
as Proust called England. A significant proportion of the 
professors who subsequently seek or accept positions in 
American colleges are therefore French Protestants. Such 
were Albert Guerard, Fernand Baldensperger, Andr6 
Morize, Louis Cons among those who recently taught here 
and are now dead. Such are several of the present holders 
of academic positions in French in this country. 

The author of this chapter himself grew up in the 
Protestant faith, was attracted to the study of English and 
comparative literature after an earlier specialization in the 
classics, and first came to America in 1925 to teach in a 
renowned women's college. No compelling exterior reason, 
then or since racial, political, or ideological drove him to 
America. He had not even robbed a bank, killed a man 
in a duel or eloped with the wife of his employer, as used 
to be the case, or the legend, with the black sheep in 
French families who occasionally disappeared to tempt for- 
tune in the New World or in one of the African or Oceanic 
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colonies. He had not even nurtured an American myth, as 
many a French adolescent has or still does, whom an in- 
ordinate passion for movies, jazz, E. A. Poe, William 
Faulkner, or Henry Miller has lured to this country in the 
last three decades. He would in all honesty be at a loss to 
state the reasons for his first American experiment, and 
they are immaterial. 

But once in this country and plunged first into an ocean 
of women, then into a very masculine academic community, 
he tried to understand it from the inside. While most Euro- 
peans seldom attempt to penetrate beyond their three poles 
in New York (Harlem, Chinatown, and Rockefeller Cen- 
ter), beyond the burlesque shows in Philadelphia and Bos- 
ton, Poe's grave in Baltimore, the Chicago stockyards and, 
of course, Sunset Boulevard, it was his good fortune to 
work in America, to be immediately impressed by the quali- 
ties of his students and the kindness and intelligence of his 
colleagues. He read the essays in which apprentices treated 
the French grammar with a refreshing lack of deference 
but expressed a vigorous personality. He promised himself 
he would never write a book on his American experience, 
so that he did not have to stress the differences unduly and 
could thus meditate on the many points of similarity be- 
tween Americans and Europeans. To be sure he kept shy of 
milk and mint sauce, vitamins and mayonnaise, and fruits 
on his salad, but rejoiced that others could like such deli- 
cacies while he could be spared them by alleging a myste- 
rious allergy. He looked bewildered whenever sport meta- 
phors were used by staid old gentlemen, and to this day 
remains puzzled by homers and first base and gridiron im- 
agery almost as much as by that other invincible barrier 
separating Americans from continental Europeans: parlia- 
mentary procedure and the phraseology of committees. He 
did not speculate profusely, like his compatriots, on the 
alleged tyranny, dryheartedness, pride, and demoniacal 
greed for culture of the American women. He merely ob- 
served, accepted, and liked. 

After an American experience of seven years, he re- 
turned to his own country where he had intended to make 
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Ms career. He taught there and in several other parts of 
the world, compared, and in 1938, again with no com- 
pelling motive and not even sensing the ominous catastro- 
phes which were to befall Europe, partly because he was 
attracted by material advantages and partly because he had 
retained excellent memories of American youth, he ac- 
cepted a flattering offer to come back to this country. He 
has been here ever since, and his adoption of the United 
States may at least be said to have been a free one, based 
upon comparative experience elsewhere and a cool estimate 
of pros and cons. The decision to teach, to speak and write 
and otherwise to pursue his career in this country has never 
been regretted. In no country that he visited has the writer 
of these lines found more good will in audiences and among 
students, more alertness, more seriousness and, to use the 
one word so dear to the French, more intelligence. Native 
gifts may have been cultivated more sedulously elsewhere 
and strengthened by more critical training, but nowhere 
are they in fact more plentiful or more promising. 

The personal equation thus stated may now be forgotten, 
and the more general factors, both material and spiritual, 
which brought or detained foreign scholars and educators 
over here in the last few decades may be analyzed with 
some objectivity. Adverse factors in their experience will 
not be omitted, but favorable ones clearly prevailed and will 
be stressed as in all justice they should be. 

Scholars are less prone than other groups of newcomers 
to America to wax rapturous over mechanical devices and 
some of the advantages of comfortable living which may 
also prove to be the foes of their one real need: silence and 
some capacity for solitude. The material facilities enjoyed 
by a literary scholar in particular do not rank with those 
which may fill with delight an atomic physicist, an electri- 
cal engineer, a voracious consumer of diagrams, curves, 
guinea pigs, and Rohrschach tests. The advantages found 
in this country by the historian, the philosopher, and the 
literary scholar are nonetheless real ones, and they contrast, 
for the newcomer especially, with conditions in shabby and 
impoverished Europe. 
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The excellence of American libraries need not be praised 
once more. They are spacious, relatively dustless, well 
lighted, and they are run not for jealous and forbidding 
librarians but for readers. Books are brought to the reader 
with dispatch and courtesy. New volumes are bought at 
his request. Photographs, microfilms are readily provided. 
Catalogues actually include all the books stored and do 
justice even to the last letters of the alphabet which in 
other countries seem to strain the endurance of cataloguing 
departments. Librarians are competent, zealous, and 
smile intelligently to the awkward or absent-minded 
scholar. Libraries are indeed so excellent that the average 
American does not buy books and often cannot even con- 
ceive that books might also be read outside libraries, in his 
very home. 

Research is also appreciably facilitated by assistants and 
secretaries. Data are compiled, bibliographical information 
is collected or verified for the scholar; trained secretaries 
type his manuscipts, point out grammatical or stylistic 
slips, gently persuade him that consistency should be his 
primary virtue and that contradictions are not merely, as 
Emerson called them, the hobgoblin of little minds but the 
foe, pitilessly hunted out, of those most logical of beings, 
women. The printing and editing standards of American 
presses are considerably higher than in several cities of 
Europe, and an author cannot but be flattered by the re- 
spect thus paid his prose. 

Even more valuable to the emigre scholar teaching in 
America is the freedom which accrues to him from his new 
surroundings. The freedom to move from one university to 
another is greater than in Europe; offers are readily made, 
with increased bids, by rival institutions; invitations to lec- 
ture are lavishly extended. More important is a certain free- 
dom from solemnity and hierarchy. One is relieved from 
pronouncing elaborate formulas of address to an Excel- 
lency, a Hofrat, or Illustrissimo Direttore. The custom of 
calling his new colleagues, after a few weeks, by their first 
names or even by their nicknames or some mysterious ab- 
breviation of their first names does not make for clarity in 
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social contacts; it is nevertheless, if not overdone, a mark of 
cordial simplicity. The foreigner is even more pleased to 
discover that a chairman does not dictate orders, indeed 
that he listens to others, accepts contradiction from com- 
mittees that he has appointed, and refrains from placing 
himself above the law or above parliamentary procedure. 
Some loss of dignity in academic life may be entailed. Pro- 
fessors do not necessarily wear dark garb and solemn hats 
and decorations. Students do not bow to them on the stairs 
but treat them with cordiality and frankness. They put to 
them their naive queries and expect them to listen to their 
confessions and solve their problems. An outward rejuve- 
nation is often observed among European chers maitres 
adopted by America, They soon discard the ponderous 
gravity of one who used to profess rather than teach, and 
display those flamboyant ties by which American men 
flaunt the denial of their Puritan heritage and proclaim 
their joy in living. 

The first enthusiasm of the foreign-born scholar for the 
freedom and informality of American academic life soon 
wears off. Some disappointment often ensues before deeper 
values are appreciated. The intellectual in Continental Eu- 
rope was surrounded with a more refulgent halo, and his 
vanity was flattered. He had only a modest share in the 
goods of this earth, since they should rightfully go as a 
solace to those who cannot enjoy the pleasures of the spirit. 
But in a stratified society he held an enviable rank. He was 
the heir to the medieval cleric or the Renaissance humanist. 
He received invitations from high officials or ambassadors, 
was consulted by fine ladies on what to read or what to 
think of what they should pretend having read. Articles by 
men of letters and professors were printed on the first page 
of newspapers and carried weight with the public. Several 
European countries had been governed by professors whom 
the Spanish or French intellectual had known at the Uni- 
versity, and he could hope some day to emulate Herriot, 
Daladier, or Bidault, who had passed from a scholar's chair 
to the Premier's seat. Students hardly dared disturb him, 
and office hours were almost unheard of in Europe. Col- 
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leges existed for the sake of the professors there, and stu- 
dents were but an adjunct which had to be put up with, 
unlike America, where professors were expected to serve 
the pupils and respect in them the potential alumni. 

No such reverence for intellectuals prevailed in the New 
World. Workmen, shopkeepers, insurance agents would 
bluntly ask the professor how much money he made, and 
fail to conceal their pitiful contempt at the answer. His 
pride could not easily take refuge in other standards, 
since financial values were the prevailing ones around him. 
Unconsciously, the American intellectual (the artist and the 
writer suffer far more acutely than the professor from this 
condition) is driven to emulate the businessman, who sets 
the standards and represents the norm of the successful 
person. He dresses and talks like him, answers letters 
dutifully like him, spends long hours at his office sur- 
rounded by three telephones and two dictaphones, aims at 
efficiency, haste and productivity. 

The American attitude toward culture is healthier than 
that of the Renaissance, which idolized mediocre human- 
ists, or than that of the French, who pry into the private 
life of Gide, Cocteau, or Sartre and deem a pronouncement 
by those men more momentous than a declaration by Stalin. 
Still it betrays a fundamental distrust of culture as inte- 
grated with life at a time when cultural values are essential 
in a war of ideas. When in 1952 the Russian press as- 
serted vociferously that Leonardo da Vinci and Victor Hugo 
had been precursors of Communism, it paid culture the 
renowned compliment which vice, said La Rochefoucauld, 
bestows upon virtue and which goes by the name of hy- 
pocrisy. Specialists of propaganda have apparently over- 
looked the use to which names such as E. A. Poe could 
be put abroad. Railroad directors might well call one of 
their trains leaving daily a university town "The Profes- 
sors" as against five or six termed "The Bankers," "The 
Merchants," or "The Legislator." Among several thou- 
sands of fancy names given to Pullman cars all over the 
country, why does not one find that of some literary heroine 
or hero, Daisy Miller, Roderick Hudson, Billy Budd, 
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The Great Gatsby, or Temple Drake? Among streets mo- 
notonously called Market, Chapel, Church, Commerce, 
Meadow, would it be excessive to dedicate some to Tho- 
reau, Walt Whitman, Mark Twain, Eakins, Winslow 
Homer, and to christen some college halls not only after 
their donors but occasionally after the scholars who edu- 
cated the donors and the donors' sons? 

No jealousy is felt toward the man of affairs who is the 
hero of American life (though hardly of American fiction) . 
Like the French bourgeois under Louis-Philippe, he con- 
sents to be ridiculed by caricaturists, poets, and social re- 
formers so as to enjoy undisturbed the one pursuit that is 
truly dear to him: that of power, or perhaps that of per- 
petual work. In other lands the poet or the artist used to 
be portrayed as the cursed one, trampled upon by society 
and ruining his health and his normality to offer himself 
up as the expiatory victim for the profanum nulgus whose 
unacknowledged legislator he was. In America, the man of 
affairs is the architect of the managerial revolution, the 
scapegoat for society, the visionary of the future. One of 
them, at a conference where American businessmen tried to 
invite their European colleagues to play their parts as 
martyrs, was reported by the London Economist of De- 
cember 15, 1951, to have gravely stated: "The American 
manager . . . has more ulcers and more heart involve- 
ment per capita than any other class of the American peo- 
ple and he is considered by insurance companies a ques- 
tionable risk. This may be pretty hard on him, but the 
results have been very satisfactory for the nation as a 
whole." 

But the intellectual in the modern world stands in need 
of one commodity above all others: leisure. The very name 
of leisure meant "school" among the Greeks and has given 
the word "scholarship." A most learned and painstaking 
German writer, Friedrich Schlegel, in an enraptured prose 
idyl praised idleness as the finest attribute of the gods. 
Productivity is a very dubious ideal to be proposed to men 
of thought and to educators. It encourages quantity at the 
expense of quality and depth. It has lately sacrificed the 



LIFE, LITERATURE, AND LEARNING IN AMERICA 

slow maturing of young men to the temporary need of in- 
dustry for engineers and salesmen. The amount of learning 
and skill to be acquired by young men is incomparably 
vaster than ever before; sciences interlock on all sides and 
pose highly complex problems to bewildered individuals; 
any political or economic move may entail consequences 
for three continents instead of the three or four countries 
which alone counted two centuries ago. Higher education 
should reasonably be spread over one-tenth at least of adult 
life, and life expectancy has grown considerably. Four years 
in college are no longer adequate. Yet a misplaced standard 
of efficiency has led hurried educators to sacrifice the qual- 
ity of the nation's training to speed. 

Many of the mistakes of our time have been committed 
by men of good will and of blind devotion to their work 
who, carried away by the comforting delusion that hard 
work can take the place of other achievements, lived in a 
state of nervous tension under which they collapsed. The 
sad end of such devoted public servants as a former am- 
bassador to London, a Secretary of Defense, a score of 
statesmen and envoys, is a gloomy reflection on a way of 
life which produces goods but consumes men. The duty of 
intellectuals and educators is to maintain the validity of 
their own standards against the drive of a surrounding 
society which tends to assimilate them to producers of 
merchandise. By stepping aside occasionally, thinking their 
problems anew, keeping their nerves relaxed, and bearing 
in mind the sad statement of Ruskin (who should have 
known) that "no great man ever stops working until he 
has reached his point of failure," intellectuals can best 
serve their country and suggest new ideas and imaginative 
solutions to our fagged brains dulled by the narcotic of 
unceasing toil. 

While these are real drawbacks, they are not sufficient to 
offset the spiritual advantages which the refugee scholar 
gains in America. For while the material benefits men- 
tioned above (higher salaries, better or more spacious 
buildings, ampler research and library facilities) are very 
real, they are not in most cases the factors which have 



The Emigre Scholar In America 39 

lured or detained here the foreign scholars who were not 
driven out of their native land by force. During a stay of 
several years in Europe after he had become accustomed 
to the greater comfort and brighter promotion prospects of 
an American career, this author for one must acknowledge 
that he hardly missed the material advantages afforded by 
America. Indeed he had rather a lurking fear of the perils 
of intellectual comfort and of the excessive kindness of 
American audiences which uniformly greet a foreign lec- 
turer with disarming stock phrases such as "It was most 
stimulating" or "It was a wonderful challenge" or "You 
have given us an inspiration." The role of excitement, of 
stimulant, or of challenge might well after all be reserved 
to drugs, cocktails, or to one's husband. There may occur 
moments of discouragement in the career of a middle-aged 
scholar who keeps in mind the need to renew himself and 
his stock of ideas periodically. He misses the pitiless criti- 
cism of his European countrymen, who will harshly take 
him to task for any slipping from his or their standards 
and publicly call him a fool, an idiot, or a doting cretin, 
Over here such gentle formulas of obloquy are replaced by 
a polite nod of the head on the part of the dissenting person 
and a courteous phrase such as "You may have got a point 
there." Agreeing to disagree is a virtue in political life, 
but it cuts short the discussion of ideas rather abruptly 
and sometimes stifles altogether the ideas that one might 
have developed. 

But Europe in the years 1930-40 could no longer se- 
renely afford the intellectual arguments and the intoxicat- 
ing delight of the give-and-take of sparkling conversation. 
After the analytical works of the 192030 decade, the 
elaborate and anguished Hamletism of Proust, Gide, Kafka, 
and Pirandello, the complacent egotism of the generation 
which had escaped the slaughter of World War I, a new 
spirit appeared around 192933. Poets and novelists then 
realized that they could no longer enjoy the benefits of a 
stable political regime and polish their sentences undis- 
turbed in a society threatened by war and misery. Educa- 
tors and students of the past were confronted by the even- 
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tuality of a collapse such as the world had not known 
since the collapse of ancient civilization. Europe was torn 
by internecine feuds and a lurking civil or social war inside 
every country. Apathy could no longer be a refuge. Many 
a European scholar then looked upon America as upon the 
land where European culture, already robustly grafted and 
naturalized, could continue to flourish if some cataclysm 
were to spread ruins over France, Germany, Italy. A simi- 
lar anguish fills those scholars today. The New World is 
no longer immune from the threats of atomic warfare; yet 
it seems reasonable to hope that the legacy of ancient and 
modern culture can best be preserved here. In any case, 
the foreign-born professor in this country is often haunted 
by the thought that the future and the very existence of the 
world as he knows it will be decided within the next ten 
or fifteen years; they will hinge upon the youth of this 
country primarily, or upon the collaboration of that youth 
and the generations then in their forties and fifties which 
he may have taught in college. The duty of an educator 
of American youth thus appears as one of formidable sig- 
nificance: to enable his students to understand the world 
around them, to prepare for it imaginatively, and to de- 
velop their capacity for leadership. 

Everything around him tends to remind the foreign-born 
educator of his sense of urgency. In other countries and in 
different times, culture could be pursued for its own sake, 
and leisurely. It did not have to serve, and the criterion of 
usefulness was indeed scorned. Students were relatively 
few in numbers and came from a favored social back- 
ground; they were seldom tempted to ask what advantage 
they would derive from a study of Plato or Virgil. Such 
is no longer the case. Even the young men and women who 
choose to acquire a liberal education are practical minded. 
They want culture to help them live and to have some im- 
mediate relevance to life. They flock to the social sciences 
because those appear to them more practical and factual, 
and claim to be concerned only with the immediate past 
and with the immediate future which they attempt to pre- 
dict. The challenge is a beneficent one for the professor of 
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literature. He must learn how to reexamine the legacy of 
the past which he had accepted blindfolded in Europe, 
boasting of a long line of ancestors whose heir he claimed 
to be. He takes to heart Faust's celebrated advice, when he 
meditates aloud after the departure of his famulus: 



Was du ererbt ~von deinen Vdtern 

Erwirb es, um es zu besitzen! 

Was man nicht nutzt ist eine schwere Last. 

The study of literature is probably the domain in which 
the accession of foreign-born scholars has been least marked 
in the last two or three decades. For, of all the fields of 
study, it is the one where style is of the greatest impor- 
tance, and where nothing can replace the perception of the 
formal esthetic values which is naturally keener with the 
compatriots of the author than with foreigners. History of 
thought and of culture, even history of art, has benefited 
from a larger influx of European scholars than history and 
criticism of English and American literature: for the me- 
dium of the language is less essential in them. Departments 
of English in American universities have thus remained the 
least cosmopolitan of all, and the emigre scholars have, 
as was natural, been most fruitfully utilized by depart- 
ments of foreign languages and literatures. Their contribu- 
tion to Spanish and Germanic studies, to French and to 
medieval and comparative studies has been significant, at a 
time when the number of eminent native scholars in those 
domains was small. It is not certain, however, that the 
foreign professors thus welcomed in the United States have 
set themselves with the desirable zeal and promptitude to 
training Americans who would soon be in a position to 
succeed them. They may have suffered in several cases 
from the comforting prejudice that foreign literatures are 
best taught by natives, and thus have strengthened the 
American inferiority complex in the matter of foreign lan- 
guages. Too many of them have complacently taken it for 
granted that students born and taught in New York or 
Chicago could never rival the native Parisians, the Span- 
iards who had imbibed Hispanidad in their infancy along 
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with Spanish wine, olive oil, and a taste for bullfights, or 
the Germans who had sat at the feet of some revered mas- 
ter in Bonn or Freiburg and had Hegel, Dilthey, and Stefan 
George, as the phrase goes, in their veins. 

Such occasional provincialism in the emigre scholars in 
America is regrettable and has, in our opinion, proved 
harmful to their field of study in the evaluation of many 
Americans. The study of foreign countries and of their 
literatures as an adequate path to the interpretation of the 
foreign countries, had become of singular urgency in the 
United States which suddenly was invested with the heavy 
responsibilities for world leadership. It should be practiced 
today with more energy than ever by gifted Americans. 
Those should be free from the national prejudices which 
have long been the privilege, and the bane, of European 
scholars, each tending to magnify the cultural uniqueness 
of his own country, be it Norway or Greece, France or Po- 
land. The dicta of Parisian critics, of Spanish or German 
literary historians, on their own literature should be duly 
weighed but also firmly and respectfully set aside by ap- 
prentices of the study of literature in the United States. 
After all the Germans have long boasted of a brilliant 
school of Romance or of Shakespearean scholars, the 
French of equally brilliant groups of Germanic or Eng- 
lish scholars who owed part of their originality to the fact 
that their methods and their backgrounds were foreign, 
and who made no effort to ape or echo the native criticism 
of those literatures. A sad gap in American leadership was 
revealed during World War II when this country had to 
resort liberally to German-born and German-trained spe- 
cialists when it had to organize military government, eco- 
nomic assistance, and cultural propaganda in Germany. 
The devotion of those anti-Nazi German specialists to their 
adopted country in the New World was beyond question. 
But American prestige would have been far better served 
by an able group of specialists on Germany (and other 
countries of Europe or Asia) who would have been Ameri- 
cans looking at foreign problems with a keener awareness 
of the American scene and American moods and needs. 
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Once again the position adopted by the foreign-born 
specialist of literature in an American university should 
avoid the obvious and opposite extremes of carping and 
ungrateful criticism or of fulsome praise. There have been 
a few, a very few Europeans who, filled with rancorous 
spite at the treatment which had been meted out to them 
in their native land, eager to please those who had wel- 
comed them over here and keenly conscious of the demands 
implied in the magic American formula "to fit in," decided 
to find everything wonderful in their adopted country and 
to look henceforth with condescension at shabby and un- 
stable Europe. But American cordiality is not necessarily 
naivete, and few intelligent Americans who ritually ask 
the question "How do you like America?" expect or ap- 
preciate excessive and probably insincere praise. Deroga- 
tory remarks about one's adopted country are obviously out 
of place if they reflect a negative attitude of narrow-minded- 
ness and the inability of newcomers to enter into a way of 
life which is only superficially different from their own. 
They have seldom been uttered by scholars who have 
worked in this country and therefore learned to appreciate 
America from the inside, eschewing the hasty silliness of 
journalists who wish to entertain or to please their own 
public and sacrifice the delicate shades of truth to pictur- 
esqueness and sensationalism. 

The position most truly worthy of a European scholar 
transplanted over here is, in our eyes, that which respects 
the difference between the two continents, seeks the origi- 
nality of each contribution to civilization (that of America, 
that of Western Europe, not to mention South America and 
Asia or rather Asias in the plural, and of Russia) , and con- 
ceives his own role as that of intermediary between the 
country of his birth and that which he has subsequently 
adopted. It would be foolish of a European, even one who 
has suffered in his native land, to repudiate the culture 
which molded him and to misjudge the intellectual and 
spiritual forces which still make Europe the most creative 
continent. At a time when America is expending money, 
machinery, men, and her confidence in Western Europe to 
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preserve it not only as a fortress or as a bridgehead but 
as a bastion of civilization, it is fitting for an Americanized 
European to bear in mind the eloquent statement with 
which aging Michelet prefaced his volume Du Dix-huit 
Brumaire a Waterloo: 

Europe, they say, is very old. But there is more youth in her 
apparent old age than anywhere else on the globe. Her living 
electricity, which makes her highly mobile, enables her daily 
to renovate herself through the spirit, and the spirit in turn 
endows will-power with unbelievable strength. Let a great 
idea appear, will-power weaves and creates a world with it. 

Some of the differences between cultural conditions in the 
United States and in Europe are valuable ones and should 
be preserved; others can be eliminated through the mutual 
acquisition by each of what is best, and assimilable, in the 
other. 

The first feature which impresses the literary scholars, 
like other scholars or scientists transplanted here, has often 
been described and praised. But it must be briefly recalled 
in any survey of the subject, for its importance is primary. 
The American academic atmosphere is relatively free from 
the pettiness that often prevails elsewhere and from the fear 
of risk and novelty which grants a premium to routine. 
There is relatively little envy, and the welcome which has 
gladly made room for the emigre scholars and has pushed 
them to top positions would be inconceivable in any other 
land. A scholar is encouraged to formulate new plans, to 
propose reforms, and, provided he does so in a co-operative 
and constructive spirit, is often greeted with the most beau- 
tiful of all American formulas: "Go ahead!" Money is sel- 
dom a problem, and it is eventually found. The more 
gigantic the undertaking, the more extensive the survey, 
and occasionally the bigger the words used by sociologists, 
psychiatrists, and even by humanists, the readier the finan- 
cial response. At the same time, there prevails a spirit of 
co-operation which is conspicuously lacking in Europe, 
where not only scholarship but science depends mainly 
upon the individual. Collective undertakings can be carried 
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through far more easily in America than in Europe. Na- 
tionalistic bias, social or political divergences do not inter- 
fere with the determination to accomplish a task in com- 
mon. A cantankerous spirit is relatively rare. "Keep smil- 
ing" is an advice that arouses a sinile on our lips, but it is 
taken seriously by many. Small colleges have several times 
been portrayed as poisoned "groves of Academe" and as 
surrendering to conventionality and cant; but the cordial 
breadth of mind encountered in most large American uni- 
versities is undeniably superior to the mutual suspicion 
which prevails in countries where competition is keener 
and envy rife. 

A ransom is to be paid for such good-humored cordiality 
and spontaneous trust in human nature. Irony is perhaps 
deficient or is frowned upon as destructive and malignant; 
for in irony there is iron and the sharpness of a blade, as 
a great master of language who was an imaginative ety- 
mologist, Victor Hugo, once said. Some of the solemn con- 
ventions of American oriental orders, some alumni gather- 
ings in which staid if not sober alumni don fanciful garb, 
some gatherings of learned societies in which strings of 
abstruse papers are gravely and meekly listened to, amuse 
the foreign observer, who assumes that all this smacks of 
the child in man that should be outgrown when one has 
reached the age of reason. Humor is preferred to irony, 
and has indeed more charm, because it blends irony with 
sympathy, a pitiful heart with a keen and amused intellect; 
perhaps also because it is a means of eluding the tragedy 
of life, and of smiling in order to conceal or repress the 
emotion. 

But the critical spirit, which unlike irony is an almost 
unadulterated virtue if practised with moderation, is not 
overdeveloped in American students. The first reaction of 
the newly arrived scholar from abroad is one of relief. In 
several countries of Europe, and in France in particular, 
education seems to have been primarily designed to train 
critics and to teach disbelief. Most of the thinkers proposed 
to the admiration of the youth were advocates of healthy, 
methodical doubt: Montaigne, Descartes, Voltaire, Renan, 
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Claude Bernard. The quality of the critical articles in pe- 
riodicals is strikingly high: the very best minds seem con- 
cerned with examining, doubting, weighing, distrusting 
prejudice and appearances. Audiences at a lecture, concert 
or play seldom yield to rapturous enthusiasm. One word 
punctuates their comments: the little conjunction "but." "It 
could have been a good play, but . . ." or "It was an in- 
teresting lecture, but . . ." The marvel of it all is that 
such relentless criticism has not hampered creation, that, 
indeed, it seems to stimulate the writing of books and mu- 
sic, and that neither lecturers nor actors whose every in- 
tonation, every interpretation is scanned by pitiless ob- 
servers appear to have been discouraged by those Parisians 
who will not accept on trust a new book or a much adver- 
tised film any more than they do a bottle of wine or a 
fiancee. 

Americans are, in contrast, more readily addicted to en- 
thusiasm or perhaps to polite praise of any foreigner who 
has come from abroad to play his music, expound his ideas, 
and vituperate against the shortcomings of American civi- 
lization. There may be some masochism in them when they 
meekly buy a ticket for a lecture in which a foreigner will 
assail their soullessness or their capitalist greed or their 
philistinism in art, or perhaps merely a fine sporting in- 
stinct which makes them shake hands with the vitupera- 
tive lecturer and declare, "It is good for us to hear such 
things." But if the visitor from abroad settles here, he soon 
discovers that, behind the shallow and uncritical reception 
which is often given him, there is mostly reserve and shy- 
ness. If the young American is encouraged to form an 
opinion of his own and oppose it to others convincingly 
and with sincerity, he is eminently capable of having 
such an opinion and expressing it with wisdom and bril- 
liance. It has been the frequent experience of many foreign 
teachers in this country to receive from the better under- 
graduates papers successfully rivaling the very best writ- 
ten by students at Oxford, the Sorbonne or Heidelberg. 
The quality of many Ph.D. theses in literature is now 
easily comparable to the best products from Europe, And 
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If American periodicals do not as yet publish enough criti- 
cal articles of outstanding merit, it is usually because their 
editors wrongly believe their readers prefer any fourth-rate 
short story to a first-rate critical study. The young men 
gifted enough to write such critical articles are here, in the 
universities, and could easily be drawn upon and encour- 
aged. 

The French professor of literature is also heard to de- 
plore the lack of training and of skill in writing in Ameri- 
can students, and consequently or similarly in American 
writers. Here again allowance must be made for a different 
background and a different set of values. America is now 
becoming a haven for rhetoricians; Kenneth Burke and 
some of the once new" critics are unparalleled at the 
present time in the Old World. But less stress is placed 
at school on the subtleties of composition, and less effort 
is made to order one's thoughts in a manner which will 
both surprise and persuade. Transitions, on which Flaubert 
and many other Frenchmen have laboriously pondered, 
often leave the American writer beautifully unconcerned. 

A young essayist will readily declare at the beginning of 
a paper, "I enjoyed reading this play of Racine" or "I 
hate that morbid writer Proust," which in Europe would 
afflict his professor with an apoplectic stroke or with a sud- 
den baldness. Every third sentence in written and even in 
spoken French seems to be a litotes. The word is almost 
unknown in America, and innuendoes, even understate- 
ments, fail to play the same role of tempering every as- 
sertion. "II n'y a de vrite que dans les nuances": this 
little maxim of Benjamin Constant is a favorite one with 
every French teacher of literature, and "nuance" is one of 
his key words. 

Much has been lost with the disappearance of such a re- 
fined and allusive way of writing. The genteel and polished 
essay, such as was long written by English historians, crit- 
ics, and urbane and humorous moralists, is perhaps the 
most original and, with due credit to Montaigne, autoch- 
thonous form in English letters. Virginia Woolf, G. M. 
Trevelyan, and Americans who had been profoundly an- 
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glicized, Logan Pearsall Smith, T. S. Eliot, have given 
admirable examples of it in the last few decades. As an 
art form that essay is unfortunately on its way out. Our 
magazines find it too leisurely, too long and rambling, too 
nonchalant, too subtle. They are swayed by the triumph of 
a journalistic technique, which affects a more abrupt and 
more crudely outspoken style and rates "punch," speed, 
effectiveness above the more traditional qualities of style. 
We can but mourn the loss. But the shock values which are 
at present favored by our magazines are responsible in part 
for the very trend which they deplore in American letters: 
the premium granted to violence and brutality, and the fear 
of the intellect in our creative writers, as if they might en- 
danger their precious primitive and "grass roots" virtue if 
they once started having ideas or analyzing themselves. 

The American has been defined by a Spanish thinker as 
"a civilized man with no traditions." The definition is of 
course deceptive; the taste for ancestors' portraits, a passion 
for genealogy, the hunting of antiques, the restoration of 
old houses, the naive appeal of inns where Washington 
once slept or of houses which Jefferson once visited, the 
cult of legal precedents, are also American traits. It is 
probably more accurate to say that the sense of history is 
less deep and less all-pervading here than it is in Western 
Europe. The European is often crushed by the weight of 
his past. Unable to accept and assimilate the whole mass 
of it, he elects one period or one trend in that past as 
worthy of his cult and fights against the rest, and against 
his compatriots advocating the opposite trend or selecting 
another century as their Utopia. Thus could Hilaire Belloc, 
an Englishman in whose veins ran some French blood, say 
that "civil war is a constant function of Gallic energy." 

Americans are divided, and their own Civil War was 
more ruthless than any European revolution. It has left 
them with a secret but deep complex, a lurking fear of dis- 
unity which periodically flares up and is discernible today 
in their emotional wrath against Communism in their own 
midst. Their attempt at integrating the millions of foreign 
born among them has been inspired in part by that fear, 
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and pushed intelligently and, on the surface at least, suc- 
cessfully. The study of American history has recently been 
strengthened in many schools and praised as a store house 
of the best traditions which have made the American an 
individualist, a pioneer, a tolerant and God-fearing demo- 
crat. Nevertheless the foreign teacher or lecturer in this 
country is struck by the frailty of the knowledge of, and 
of the sense for, history. While most Europeans remain 
to this day sons of nineteenth-century historicism and tend 
to explain any phenomenon by its genesis and any move- 
ment through its origins and slow growth, the revolt against 
history is never very far from the American mind. It has 
been the experience, rarely but occasionally, of a French 
lecturer in this country to be imprudent enough to invite 
questions from the floor, and to be startled by the realiza- 
tion that the king who had been described as introducing 
the Renaissance from Italy into France had been surmised 
by one as being Charlemagne, by another as being Louis 
XIV. A naive but eager traveler he once spoke to on a 
train seized the opportunity of meeting a Frenchman to 
clear up a point which had long puzzled him: whether Bona- 
parte and Napoleon had been two different rulers, or one 
and the same man. Among better informed and more so- 
phisticated persons, and notably among the adepts of the 
social sciences, hostility to history has become a set policy. 
An effort is made to break with the past altogether and to 
concentrate on what has been observed, classified, and 
translated into charts and diagrams only since censuses, 
polls, and elaborately indiscreet questionnaires came into 
being. Going back more than ten or twenty years in study- 
ing social behavior or international relations is frowned 
upon, unless one jumps determinedly over the previous 
thirty centuries and explores the artifacts of primitive men 
and the sexual mores of remote oceanic tribes. 

Some freshness is gained thereby. The European has 
more than once been hampered by his obsession with his- 
tory and has failed to envisage new situations as funda- 
mentally new and failed therefore to propose imaginatively 
new solutions for new problems. History with him has all 
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too often served to foster nationalistic suspicions, boastful 
claims, jealousies of other nations. European philosophers 
of history have often been obsessed with cyclical concep- 
tions of man's evolution and have predicted tragic collapses 
for our culture on the strength of doubtful past parallels 
arbitrarily interpreted. Insofar as it has been a genetic study 
of hypothetical sources and has mistaken the previous oc- 
currence of an idea or of a stylistic device as a cause and 
has thus helped produce the subsequent reemergence of the 
device or of the idea, scholarship has fallen into blind 
alleys. Michelet, in 1855, prefacing his volume on the 
Renaissance, looked back with gloom on the harm which 
the reign of history was causing his own country: 

History, which is nothing less than understanding of life, was 
to vivify us; it has, on the contrary, weakened us, making us 
believe that time is everything, and will power nothing. We 
have conjured up history, and now it is everywhere around us; 
we are besieged, stifled, overwhelmed by it. ... The past 
is killing the future. ... In name of history itself, in the 
name of life, we must protest. History has nothing to do with 
such a heap of stones. History is history of the soul, of original 
thought, of fecund imagination, of heroism: the heroism of 
action and that of creation. 

Nietzsche, in one of his Unzeitgemdsse Betrachtungen, 
echoed such a protest when he, trained in philology and his- 
tory, revolted against the historical intoxication of his age 
and wanted to substitute memento vivere as a motto for the 
memento mori of those who use history as a convenient 
way to avoid life and action. The blurred or vague historical 
sense of many Americans deprives them of much pleasure; 
for the intellectual joy of knowing the past and the poetical 
halo which transfigures even dull details as they appear in 
the perspective of the past are a source of enjoyment to the 
historian. But a certain freshness is also gained. Teaching 
unsophisticated young Americans can be a rejuvenating ex- 
perience for a European. Chaucer, Racine, Bossuet, Diirer, 
Monteverdi suddenly spring alive to his American stu- 
dents, who treat them as if they were contemporaries. 
Some lovely coeds discover with raptures Plautus or Chre- 
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tien de Troyes or some other writer of old who to many a 
young European had appeared merely as an instrument for 
his mental torture in some required course. In some re- 
spects, the freshness of the happiest of all peoples, the 
Greeks, who had no ancient or foreign language or litera- 
ture to study, few previous systems of philosophy, no cate- 
chism or dogmas, no chemistry or biology, and could con- 
centrate on poetry, eloquence, art, dancing, gymnastics, 
and leisure, has been inherited by young American under- 
graduates. It is, however, fast disappearing. 

"Freedom" is another word which recurs on the lips of 
those who have come over from Europe and praise the 
hospitable intellectual climate which they have found in 
the United States. It is, along with "charity" and "solidar- 
ity," the most beautiful of substantives, and those who had 
suffered from the eclipse of political and intellectual liberty 
in Europe are most eloquent in singing its praise. The noble 
word "freedom" may have lost some of its glamour when, 
in the first decades of our century, Western men, in their 
secure enjoyment of freedom, had become too sensitive to 
some of the vulgarizing or leveling effects of democratic 
rule. But Europe suddenly awoke to discover Fascism, 
Communism, Hitlerism, and to realize that the disappear- 
ance of freedom would be tantamount to the extinction of 
life. From Pericles and Cicero to Montesquieu, from Locke 
to John Stuart Mill and Croce, from Shelley to Eluard, 
passages should be culled which should be proposed as 
sacred texts for the study of the young in the one world 
that we like to envision. The present writer may be the 
least qualified of the authors in this volume to expound the 
advantages of freedom in America, for he had not suffered 
from any restrictions to freedom of thought in his native 
country. He may, however, bear witness to the utmost lati- 
tude which has always been granted him in private univer- 
sities in this country, to think, write, and say anything that 
appeared to him as true. And he has not refrained, and 
never has been asked to refrain, from trespassing into the 
domains of religion, politics, economics, and international 
relations. 

A word of warning may, however, well be in order. 
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Because there is more freedom in this country and because 
universities are free from federal supervision, because 
neither academies nor state-subsidized theatres exist, be- 
cause (in a sense, at least) the American press is or calls 
itself free, some Americans are fond of assuming that 
thought, science, and literature are necessarily freer in the 
United States than elsewhere, and intellectual progress 
more assured. We smile, rightly no doubt but compla- 
cently, at Hitlerian anthropology and science under the 
Nazis, at the Stalinist rebukes to geneticists, semanticists, 
and musicians who fail to obey the Marxist line. No one 
wishes to suggest that Nazi or Communist restraints upon 
science are laudable or beneficent, or that restrictions and 
more Federal control be established in free America. 

But it would be rash to fancy that no good science and 
no good literature flourished in the past under tyrannical 
regimes. French science was perhaps, in mathematics and 
physics, never greater than under the totalitarian rule of 
Richelieu and of Louis XIV, and the glory of French letters 
and philosophy then has hardly been excelled. Chemistry, 
biology, and physics with Carnot, Ampere and Fresnel 
shone brightly under the iron rule of the Terror and of 
Napoleon the First. The achievements of German chemists 
and engineers under Hitler, those of the Russian scientists 
today, must not be complacently underestimated. In litera- 
ture, Goethe, Schiller, Hegel, and a dozen stars of German 
romanticism illumined the very years when Germany was 
cringing under Napoleon's scepter. Goethe bowed to every 
petty nobleman whom he encountered in the streets of 
Weimar, to Beethoven's disgust, and deemed it an exalted 
favor to receive the Napoleonic Legion of Honor and to be 
granted an interview with the Emperor then occupying his 
country, while Hegel contemplated him, riding on horse- 
back in Jena, as the supreme embodiment of the historical 
process. Many a neutral observer of Italy when the country 
was occupied by Mussolini or by the Allies, or of Berlin 
under quadripartite rule, and of some neighboring free 
countries in Europe has remarked that "political freedom 
and freedom of the spirit do not necessarily go hand in 
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hand" (Igor Markevitch, in Made in Italy, 1949). Free 
Switzerland and free and prosperous Holland or Denmark 
have not necessarily thought, composed music, or elabo- 
rated political and social systems with the greatest freedom. 
Free discussion is everywhere allowed and encouraged 
in American colleges. Debating teams ritually, if sophisti- 
cally, argue the pro and con of every question. Newspapers 
are fond of printing contradictory reports on many events, 
and radio time is carefully parceled out to the opposing 
sides in every important issue. Any professor may theo- 
retically say anything he likes at a faculty meeting, and 
anyone from the floor may nominate any slate of officers 
and proclaim his disagreement with the majority or with 
the administration. But courtesy and respect for majority 
rule seem to be so ingrained in this happy land that dissent 
has become a rare occurrence, at least among academic peo- 
ple. Reverence surrounds any colleague who happens to 
have been nominated to any committee. Unanimous votes 
are the rule in those new Edens, college campuses. Student 
newspapers seldom criticize or even call into question the 
fundamentals of the education which has been organized 
for them by their elders. Since the pro and the con can be 
freely argued by the newspapers and the radio commenta- 
tors, one listens nonchalantly and ritually skips the edi- 
torials. Shoulders are shrugged when a paradox is uttered, 
even if paradoxes often prove to be the truth of tomorrow 
or the unperceived truth of today. Theoretical freedom of 
thought becomes too little conducive to boldness of thought. 
Facts are presented liberally to newspaper readers, and 
means of knowledge are abundantly placed at the disposal 
of university students. But their passive resistance to think- 
ing about the facts is underestimated. A certain lack of ad- 
venture in initiating new ideas, in making startling new 
discoveries, in predicting the apparently unpredictable has 
been noticed, by Americans themselves, as constituting the 
Achilles^ heel of their culture. Knowing facts is doubtless 
important; but it is of little avail unless, as Shelley says 
toward the end of Defence of Poetry, "we imagine that 
which we know." 
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The greatest tribute that is paid America by the foreign 
scholar who has made America his home and who looks 
back with some pride at what he has been inspired to 
achieve in this country and gives thanks for it, is that he 
has been able to develop both as a teacher and as a scholar. 
For, just as his allegiance is to Europe, which trained him 
and which he carries with him to his adopted patrie, his 
function is both to train others and to contribute to knowl- 
edge himself, to pursue his research and publications. This 
twofold requirement is an exacting one, and it is becoming 
increasingly hard to meet owing to conditions around us. 
Contrary to the fond assumption of those who visit our 
Gothic towers and verdant lawns, and imagine that in an 
American university all is luxe, calme et volupte (the last, 
of course, spiritual), we are condemned to wage an un- 
ceasing fight to retain the time and the energy necessary 
for discharging one of our essential obligations: the accum- 
ulation and interpretation of knowledge. 

In the domain of education a professor who has, impelled 
by circumstances or of his own free choice, made his career 
in the United States may well be proud of having played 
his part, however humble, in the most impressive educa- 
tional development of the century. Legitimate disappoint- 
ment, it is true, may be voiced regarding the schools of this 
country. Some, in the large cities and elsewhere, are ex- 
cellent. Many are mediocre. Dissatisfaction with the sec- 
ondary education that he received is a chronic cause of com- 
plaint with the thoughtful American of either sex. Far too 
little has yet been attempted to remedy glaring faults. The 
raw material of America, as we brutally call it, the chil- 
dren, are at least as gifted as in any other country. The 
best of them manage to achieve, in spite of the handicaps 
of a schooling of questionable quality, amazing results. Sev- 
eral signs, however, point at present to a slowing down 
in the rate of intellectual progress in this country. Only a 
thorough reform of the schools could again enable Ameri- 
cans to forge ahead and to rise up to the expectations that 
the world places in them: and these are none other than 
leadership of the world, technical, intellectual, and spirit- 
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ual. America's chance is here and now. Tomorrow may 
favor other sections of our planet, for as the French his- 
torian Lavisse used to say, "La faculte de conduire Phis- 
toire n'est point une faculte perpetuelle." 

The fallacies from which our educational system suffers 
are the utilitarian one and a mistaken conception of democ- 
racy. Thoughtful visitors from abroad and scholars and 
scientists established here are unanimous in condemning 
them; and they do so out of earnest devotion to this coun- 
try and not in an acrimonious spirit of disparaging all that 
differs from the traditions which Europe has inherited from 
the Renaissance. The utilitarian obsession has blinded many 
Americans, too many normal colleges and departments of 
education, too many taxpayers wanting to get "their 
money's worth" in the form of measurable and immediate 
returns and in fact encouraging routine and mediocrity. 
Young men and women must obviously acquire certain 
skills which they may need in different walks of life. But 
they would easily acquire those on the job itself, and fairly 
promptly. The fact is that, in America especially, one sel- 
dom stays in the career one had chosen at sixteen or twenty. 
The chances of travel, military service, of marriage, of 
friendly or family connections, plunge most young men 
into work for which they were not particularly prepared. 

Consequently some general culture, the ability to exer- 
cise common sense or to display sound judgment, the dis- 
cernment of men which is developed by the study of man 
in history, literature, and the humanities in general, some 
personal charm often more marked in a man with a broad 
cultural training and able to see his subject as part of a 
larger whole these are more valuable assets in life than a 
narrow specialized training. The men who reach the top in 
their profession, in diplomacy, administration, banking, 
commerce, are in most cases those who had been shrewd 
enough not to stress the utilitarian aspect of their training 
and who, when studying, reading, and listening, had not 
been obsessed by the naive question of some crude adoles- 
cents (echoed, alas! by some of their educators): "What 
use will this subject be to me?" 
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Democracy has been too often interpreted as leveling 
down; if envious masses cannot raise themselves to the level 
of their more fortunate neighbors, they will at least under- 
take to bring their neighbors down to their own none too 
exalted standards. Traditional subjects which now pass for 
aristocratic (the classics, even foreign languages, the arts, a 
certain variety of vocabulary and polish of style ) are being 
expelled from many schools and even from colleges which 
train the teachers for the schools. It is claimed that the men 
of the future need primarily to be adjusted (to a none too 
perfect society, to be sure ) and attuned to the mass and ma- 
chine age in which they are to live. The educators who 
have been steeped in a European tradition cannot but think 
that most of the great scientists, engineers, biologists, in the 
past were brought up in a humanistic discipline and were 
not thus hampered from making startling discoveries. 
They are bound to confess, and many native American 
scientists have first proclaimed it, that even today many of 
the most original discoveries in science are made abroad 
and subsequently perfected here, and that the essential gifts 
of imagination and of original thinking flourish best in men 
whose training has not been narrowly circumscribed by one 
field of specialization. Pasteur was not specialized in medi- 
cine, and Claude Bernard began by writing a tragedy. 
Jefferson, Gladstone, the French Revolutionaries, the great- 
est American and English statesmen were trained, not in 
civics and contemporary democratic behavior, but on Plato 
and Thucydides, on Cicero and on Locke, Rousseau and 
Burke. It was lately asserted that President Truman wisely 
knew how to spurn the temptation of a prolonged stay in 
the highest office because he had learned "American" tradi- 
tions through the reading of Plutarch's Lives. What a na- 
tion wants is not necessarily what it needs, and educators 
should have the courage to make it want what it needs. 
Leadership is not incompatible with democracy. Indeed, 
democracy can hardly survive without the continued ability 
to evolve leadership out of its own midst. The age and the 
countries in which the study of public opinion polls, of the 
techniques of propaganda, and of the behavior of men in a 
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machine age have been emphasized have also been the age 
and the countries in which democracy has been dealt its 
worst blows. The words of warning which Walter Lipp- 
mann uttered in December 1940 are not totally unjust in 
their severity: 

During the past forty of fifty years those who are responsible 
for education have progressively removed from the curriculum 
of studies the western culture which produced the western 
democratic state; the schools and colleges have, therefore, been 
sending out into the world men who no longer understand the 
creative principle of the society in which they live. 

In a few other respects American education appears defi- 
cient to the foreign-born professors, who point out its defi- 
ciencies because they believe they could easily be cured, and 
because they are not fundamental expressions of the Ameri- 
can temperament but slippery paths or blind alleys on which 
this country may have momentarily ventured. 

First is the fondness for innovations. It is probably be- 
neficent to correct and perfect a machine, to modernize it 
with new gadgets, to adorn it with new selling devices. 
But it is regrettable that our halls of learning should not be 
a little more impervious to tides of taste or currents of 
shifting opinion rushing on them from outside. Every win- 
ter, to offset their financial inability to indulge in winter 
sports or test the virtue of the Florida sun, college faculties 
embark upon their own indoor sport, overhauling the cur- 
riculum. Progress is regularly conceived by them as lying 
in the direction of more complexity, and deciphering col- 
lege bulletins and the requirements for courses, majors, 
etc., has now become harder than mastering the riddles of 
relativity. Quieta non movere was also a worthy ideal. We 
absent-mindedly forget that many of the bypaths into 
which our fury for education reforming or rephrasing way- 
lays us had probably been already explored by our prede- 
cessors and rejected as leading nowhere. 

A second evil connected with the first is our desire, for 
publicity purposes and other reasons, to have college teach- 
ers produce intensively. There are cases when a gentle out- 
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side compulsion may indeed elicit a worth-while article or 
book from too modest a scholar, who might not otherwise 
be led to believe that his thoughts are worth printing. Hav- 
ing published one or several books may prove to be salu- 
tary hygiene for a professor in the same way that some 
countries, or some doctors, regard pregnancy as a universal 
panacea for some of the true creators in this world, 
women. 

*Tis pleasant, sure, to see one^s name in print. 
A book's a book, although there's nothing irft, 

mocked Byron. We have lately equated productivity with 
quantity, and much criticism published in learned journals 
hardly sprang from an irresistible inspiration. One of the 
wise men of our time, who has known American univer- 
sities from the inside and has settled in a country which is 
occasionally severe to academic scholarship in the United 
States, well said: "If people only wrote when they had 
something to say, and never merely because they wanted 
to write a book, or because they occupied a position such 
that the writing of books was expected of them, the mass of 
criticism would not be wholly out of proportion to the small 
number of critical books worth reading." (T. S. Eliot, The 
Use of Poetry and the Use of Criticism) 

A third and graver evil, from which foreign-born pro- 
fessors in America have been far from immune, is bad writ- 
ing. We are too prone to assume that we have practiced 
new methods only if we have coined new labels to cover old 
or newly wrapped merchandise. A scientist hastens to 
invent a new symbol to designate a new phenomenon or 
substance. Social scientists evolve an elaborate private 
terminology, and zealously borrow the outer trappings of 
science. The contagion has extended to the so-called new 
critics, who bandy about epistemological jargon and, un- 
like Roman augurs, seem able to look at one another with- 
out laughing. Psychoanalytical jargon has invaded literary 
interpretation and opened a gulf between needlessly spe- 
cialized writing and the general public. An American offi- 
cial, Paul Porter, director of the European Cooperation 
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Administration, had the courage to protest early in 1952 
against such a disfigurement of English style perpetrated 
in the country which had once produced the splendid writ- 
ing of the Declaration of Independence and the Gettysburg 
Address. He denounced "the worst writing of English to- 
day, which is surely produced in the United States Govern- 
ment 7 ' and the inflationary disease of five-syllable words. 
The disease has not been confined to Washington. 

These shortcomings, which have hampered the growth 
and especially the qualitative refinement of the study of 
literature in America, may be traced to the unconscious 
acceptance of two ideals by academic scholars and critics: 
the ideals of the businessman and of the scientist. "Effi- 
ciency," "punctuality," "productivity," "co-operation," 
"good fellowship," "service to the community," are words 
rightly revered by the man of affairs. Since a business 
career is to most Americans the most enviable one and the 
one in which it is felt that the country has most conspicu- 
ously asserted its supremacy, intellectuals, writers and art- 
ists are tempted to adopt the standards and outward be- 
havior of business life: regular office hours, availability in 
an office, statistical charts, carbon copies duly filed, prim 
and respectful secretaries whose main function is to stimu- 
late American wives to perpetual rejuvenation and to sub- 
limate male eroticism through chastened and secure dreams 
amid filing cabinets. The few hardy souls who resist such 
methods are wretched nonconformists who take refuge in 
Greenwich Village, along the California beaches, or in 
drinking or abnormality. The European intellectual sen- 
sibly decides to do as others do and to forsake reverie, 
fantasy, and caprice in his American life. But he occasion- 
ally sighs for the original work he might have accomplished 
in the inefficient lands where letters are not necessarily 
answered, appointments are irregularly kept, and tele- 
phones blissfully get out of order. 

The prestige of science has been more bewitching and 
perhaps more disastrous. Scientists have achieved such re- 
sults in the last hundred years that others have placidly 
assumed that only through scientific method would their 
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discipline accede to the august rank of a science, as chem- 
istry and biology had once done. Psychology and sociology 
have scored undeniable gains thereby. The gain to the in- 
terpretation of art and literature is much more doubtful. 
Exhaustive knowledge, accurate observation, submission 
to texts, relative and critical spirit, intellectual honesty are 
virtues usually found in scientists which literary scholars 
must also possess. Objectivity and impartiality are less un- 
deniably beneficent, and it may well be, as Baudelaire con- 
tended, that "passionate partiality" endows a critic with 
keener insight. But when scientists ask their literary col- 
leagues what are the precise and stable criteria on which 
they rest their assertions that Balzac is great and Meredith 
or Dreiser less great, they can only reply that stability and 
uniformity are in no way desirable in the opinions emitted 
by varied people of different ages on literary writers. 

The study of literature would be even less securely 
based than it is at the present time if it rested on semantics, 
psychological measurements, esthetic tests for beauty, etc. 
For these are even more susceptible to change than the 
elusive criteria of good taste, penetration, power, intensity, 
and subtlety. It would be folly for literary study to ask 
science to provide it with models for stable values at the 
very age when physics, biology, psychology have been, in 
a span of fifty years, rocked to their foundations by tre- 
mendous upheavals. One thing is well-nigh certain: that 
the authors and artists of the past who are acclaimed today 
as great, and even some of the present time, have a strong 
chance to be considered as great twenty and fifty years 
from now. But the views held at present by medicine, 
genetics, physics, anthropology, and psychoanalysis are 
sure to be rejected twenty or fifty years hence. Our de- 
scendants will smile at most of them. "Scientific truth is 
an error of today," wrote J. von Uexkiill in 1909, in Um- 
welt und Innenwelt der Tiere, and he was no mean biolo- 
gist; it might equally be asserted that the scientific truth 
of today will tomorrow be regarded with pity as an out- 
dated error. 

This paper, begun in a spirit of grateful acknowledg- 
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ment of the immense facilities for growth encountered by 
one of many European scholars in his adopted land, may 
seem to have been diverted into the sanctimonious criticism 
of a preacher. But it would be a disservice to the country 
which has bestowed many benefits upon its refugees or 
emigres from overseas if we flattered some of its preju- 
dices and did not warn it against setting its goals too low. 
The intellectual migration from Europe has now subsided; 
in Germany, Italy, France, and in most countries fortunate 
enough not to have been cut off behind the Iron Curtain, 
scientists and scholars are again fired with hope for the 
future and are working steadily to bring about a better 
future. In America, those scholars and scientists who had 
migrated here have now become fully integrated into the 
cultural life; their sons and daughters are American. They 
may look back upon the achievements of the great country 
of which they have become part and point out some lag still 
remaining between the unbounded expectations the rest of 
the world rests in America and the limitations to which 
this country seems willing to submit too meekly. 

For the intellectuals who have migrated from Europe 
have a heavier duty to America than devolves upon the 
average citizen of the United States. The most signal failure 
of this country, which thinks it has perfected propaganda 
techniques and mass media, has been its futile attempts to 
make itself rightly understood by its friends and by those 
upon whom it showered its benefactions. The American 
man is at once superficially boastful and profoundly shy; 
he will propose to the admiration of others some of the 
mechanical gadgets of his civilization, but he will be em- 
barrassed to talk about the soul of his country, its idealism, 
its culture, its intellectual achievement. A feeling of em- 
barrassment seizes him when American novels, paintings, 
or musical compositions are admired abroad. Foreigners 
who have settled in America and are in a position to judge 
the truly great achievements of American universities, of 
education, of research foundations, the unbounded promise 
offered today by the quality of American youth, have a role 
to play. They are best able, when they visit Europe or write 
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for Europeans, to stress the elements of American culture 
which are often underrated abroad, and the true reasons 
why the rest of the world may well be induced to set its 
hope in the country without which the world cannot save 
itself; and the true reasons are the intellectual and spiritual 
forces which are at work in this country. Better than even 
the Palomar telescope, electron microscopes, and the Mayo 
Clinic, to which any European scientific visitor will readily 
pay homage, are the faith, the imagination, the devotion to 
man and to the future which made those possible. The 
foreign-born student of literature, who may be credited 
with wielding words and a pen more readily than the sci- 
entist or the man of affairs, has a duty to perform as inter- 
preter of America to Europe. For with all the mass media 
of today and the loud propaganda techniques in use, Amer- 
ica is a strangely misinterpreted country and its true quali- 
ties are often unacknowledged. 

The pioneers who first developed this continent and the 
emigrants who followed them in the nineteenth century- 
were predominantly artisans, workmen, and peasants from 
Europe. They found unlimited possibilities when they 
landed in the New World, but also unlimited hardships. 
They had to be obsessed by the practical and, since most 
of them were compatriots of Robinson Crusoe, their genius 
lay in the realm of the practical. The culture of the country 
therefore took on a line from which it has hardly swerved. 
Changing the world through technical applications of sci- 
ence or through education and religion tested by their prag- 
matic results has continued to be preferred to contempla- 
tion of the world, to speculation on the ultimate causes of 
phenomena, or to the sense of beauty. The gain to this 
country and to mankind has proved immeasurable. It hardly 
behooves us, literary scholars migrated from Europe, to 
talk condescendingly of American achievements in the 
realm of the praxis and to affect a false superiority because 
we read Plato and Hegel and delight in all that is apparently 
useless, from metaphysics to poetry. The know-how may 
be an overrated and overused formula, but without it Eu- 
rope would not have been saved in World War II, and to- 
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day its culture might well have been engulfed by Russia. 

But one thing strikes and haunts an admiring observer of 
this country, especially of the youth of this country: the lack 
of true and deep happiness in many Americans, the inordi- 
nate number of frustrations and inhibitions, of nervous de- 
fects manifested by stuttering and trembling, the frequent 
recourse, in the upper classes, to drinking as a means of 
forgetfulness or of escape, the fear of worry, of unbalance, 
of inadaptation in a large group of young Americans, and 
even of others who have ceased to be young but have not 
acquired serenity and inward peace. Let us grant that ob- 
servers from Latin countries have a tendency to believe that 
they alone possess the secrets of sanity and of a happy sex 
life and are prone to boasting of what is left to them since 
other material advantages are denied them. Let us make an 
allowance for the sly pleasure which a foreigner tends to 
experience in declaring the nationals of another country 
universally crazy. And let us not forget that the progress of 
medicine in America has aimed largely at diagnosing evils 
which elsewhere did not receive a name and therefore re- 
mained ignored, and at pointing to the mental and psycho- 
somatic sources of many of our troubles, as most of the 
germ diseases were being eradicated. 

It remains nevertheless that many of us who have the 
future of America at heart cannot help being concerned by 
our observation of growing numbers of persons who seem 
to live on the verge or in the fear of disintegration. Break- 
downs, failures of nerve, panicky terrors at themselves, 
psychiatric ills are all too frequent an occurrence in a land 
where the material level of existence has been raised higher 
than ever before in history and where happiness is supposed 
to be the goal of many. This writer for one has often been 
reminded, in observing his American friends and students, 
of John Stuart MilPs Autobiography and of the crisis un- 
dergone by the British philosopher whose early develop- 
ment had been too exclusively intellectual and had over- 
looked emotional forces, poetry, and beauty. The gospel of 
work and the philosophy of utilitarianism proved baneful 
to him, and analysis driven to an excess of dryness had 
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worn away the capacity to feel. Samuel Coleridge's lines, 

Work without hope draws nectar in a sieve. 
And hope without an object cannot live, 

he was to recite to himself after he had discovered Words- 
worth and Coleridge and the love for poetry, which were to 
save him from his acute depression. We profoundly believe 
that the therapeutic virtue of poetry, of literature in general, 
of the arts has been underestimated in American education, 
and that the study of literature should also be the enjoy- 
ment of literature. 

We have lost much through neglecting one of the most 
beautiful words, and things, in the world, if rightly con- 
ceived: pleasure. Criticism, in the last decades, in its effort 
to ape science and to evolve a vocabulary similar to that of 
science, has been guilty. The teaching of literature has be- 
come more abstruse than any laboratory science. The sole 
concern seems to be for epistemological values, and a self- 
respecting sophomore scribbling an essay on Donne or 
Proust will use the word at least three times per page. 
Naivete and naturalness are hunted out. No one is sup- 
posed to understand modern novels if he has not delved into 
symbols, into Jung's archetypes and ancestral myths, into 
Frazer and Jessie Weston, into Kenneth Burke and I. A. 
Richards. Our debt is certainly considerable to those great 
minds. But a businessman taking a daily train to his bank, 
a diplomat sailing to Europe, a scientist, or an intelligent 
lady no longer dares open a novel of some intellectual stand- 
ing or a volume of critical essays for fear of being an in- 
truder in a chapel where only an unhappy few may worship. 
We have systematically narrowed literature down through 
reducing it to "literature as such," and we no longer de- 
serve the tribute paid to it by men of the past who advocated 
it for what it should be: refined pleasure.* 

* The scientist, Thomas H. Huxley, addressing the South Lon- 
don working men's college in 1868, reserved a large place for 
literature in his address: "A Liberal Education and Where to Find 
It." "For literature," he said, "is the greatest of all sources of re- 
fined pleasure, and one of the great uses of a liberal education is 
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If a French-born writer, whose country has long been 
credited with some experience in the field of criticism, may 
presume to proffer some advice, he would suggest that, 
with the immense development of literary study in univer- 
sities since 1920, American scholars and critics have not 
yet adequately discharged their duty to writers and to the 
public. "Criticism stands like an interpreter between the 
inspired and the uninspired," said Carlyle. If the inspired 
are the creators themselves, they have scant reason for be- 
ing grateful to critics. Except for some reviewers (whose 
task is one of information and who are hurried by the jour- 
nalistic mores of a country in which "news" is only what 
has just happened or what is going to appear the next day) 
critics seldom take the trouble to write a thoughtful ap- 
preciation of contemporary writers. Hart Crane had been 
in his watery grave for a decade or two when compre- 
hensive studies of his poetry appeared. There are very few 
if any which evaluate Wallace Stevens, Robinson Jeffers, 
or E. E. Cummings as poets. Faulkner finally gained recog- 
nition because Europe had acclaimed him in earnest and 
the Nobel Prize consecrated his world fame. Even such 
accepted giants as Dos Passos and O'Neill have had very 
few worth-while critical appraisals devoted to their work. 

The result has been the intensification of the great cul- 
tural evil of American society: the isolation of the writer 
and the artist, both withdrawing into a pessimism never 
equaled in any literature except perhaps that of Russia, 
driven to bitter hostility to all that stands for "the American 
way of life." The talent displayed since 1910 or 1919 by 
the men and women writers of America is second to none. 
But the literature of Hemingway, of Caldwell, of Steinbeck, 
and of minor luminaries like Saroyan and Capote, and that 

to enable us to enjoy that pleasure." Enjoyment has similarly dis- 
appeared from much of our criticism as it has from some of our 
abstract art and functional decoration, as though we were yielding 
to a new wave of puritanism in disguise. Of too few of the critics 
writing today in America could it be said, as T. S. Eliot said of 
W. P. Ker: "He was always aware that the end of scholarship is 
understanding, and that the end of understanding poetry is enjoy- 
ment, and that this enjoyment is gusto disciplined by taste." 
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of Mailer and of James Jones hopelessly lacks two char- 
acteristics of a truly great literature: sympathy for the 
country that it portrays and a powerful intellectual and 
psychological content. Deriding Babbitt and salesmen and 
commuters, and singing the praise of some amusing out- 
laws of Cannery Row or of Tortilla Flat, of bullfighters or 
huntsmen among the hills of Africa or of warriors raptur- 
ously basking in the love of Spanish or Italian ladies is 
entertaining for a while. But if American literature is to 
compete in solidity with the best that the French or the 
Russians have produced, it must also treat its characters 
with more seriousness, identify itself not only with primi- 
tives and violent outlaws but with average Americans, as 
Flaubert, Tolstoy, Proust did with their characters even 
while satirizing them. The lack of intellectual content and 
of a serious and constructive Weltanschauung has pre- 
vented a great age of American letters from ranking with 
the classics and claiming its share in the training of the 
young. Scholars and critics should have helped writers as- 
sume such a natural role. 

On the other hand, we must confess that while appre- 
ciation of music and painting has grown immensely in 
America in the last thirty years, qualitatively and quantita- 
tively, the appreciation of literature has not increased in a 
manner commensurate with the extension of literacy and 
with the inordinate growth in the number of people who 
have gone to college. There lies the chief failure of educa- 
tors and scholars. The number of magazines in which some 
pretense of interest in literature is retained has consistently 
decreased since The Dial, The Bookman, the North Ameri- 
can Review, and several others were decently buried. The 
others have steadily and niggardly reduced the space given 
to critical essays. The American theatre is in a woeful 
plight, and very few thoughtful articles ever appear in 
which this plight is analyzed and remedies are proposed. 
Over two million young people attend college at present, 
and only a trickle of those ever continue reading serious 
books after they have entered "mature" life. Financial re- 
sources flow generously to those who undertake surveys of 
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average communities in Middletown or Elmtown, studies 
of Russian, Chinese, or Indonesian behavior; we will soon 
implement Point Four, provide funds for other countries 
intent on spreading their own culture inside and outside 
their borders. But so-called research organizations are re- 
luctant to assist literary magazines in America, the publi- 
cation of critical and scholarly volumes, in a word the 
diffusion of literary culture in the wealthiest but also per- 
haps the most incurious of great countries. 

To many of the European intellectuals who have mi- 
grated to the United States and have insisted that the rest 
of the world is today appealing to America for more than 
technical know-how and material help, for an ideal and for 
an intellectual and imaginative crusade for a better world, 
such a failure on the part of American civilization to spread 
its literary culture without diluting its essential virtue is the 
one black spot on the horizon. A naturalized scholar and 
critic is thus led to the conviction that, while adding to the 
mass of extant knowledge is Ms own dearest pursuit, he 
must in this country bend more of his energy to win larger 
groups to the appreciation of cultural values and of other 
civilizations. He must become a popularizer in the good 
sense of the word and, as the French say, work at the demo- 
cratic "diffusion" of knowledge and artistic value even 
harder than at the acquisition and selfish enjoyment of it. 
In thinking and doing thus, he is not importing "foreign" 
and "arty" prejudices from Europe into the New World. He 
is confident that he is pursuing the true cultural develop- 
ment of America as it was envisioned by the great men who 
in the eighteenth century founded this country. He is faith- 
ful to the ideal set forth by two great Americans of the last 
century, whose words should conclude this essay. Oliver 
Wendell Homes, warning us against the excessive stress on 
technical and specialized training in America, once wrote: 

If a man is a specialist, it is most desirable that he should also 
be civilized . . . that he should see things in their propor- 
tion. Nay, more, that he should be passionate as well as reason- 
able, that he should be able not only to explain, but to feel; 
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that the ardors of intellectual pursuit should be relieved by 
the charm of art, should be succeeded by the joy of life be- 
come an end in itself. 

Walt Whitman, than whom no man spoke more nobly of 
literature, did not mince words when, soon after 1870, he 
asserted in a text published in Democratic Vistas that "our 
New World democracy, however great a success in uplift- 
ing' the masses out of their sloughs, in materialistic develop- 
ments ... is an almost complete failure ... in really 
grand religious, moral, literary and esthetic results." He 
counted on literature to achieve the redemption of woman 
and to voice the profoundest aspirations of America to the 
rest of the world: 

Literature, in our day and for current purposes, is not only 
more eligible than all the other arts put together, but has be- 
come the only general means of morally influencing the world. 



French and American Education 



ANY COMPARISON BETWEEN TWO COUNTRIES offers EH 

JLJL invitation to perilous generalizations. It can only be at- 
tempted with modest diffidence and for well-informed read- 
ers willing to add the needed nuances to statements which 
must necessarily appear dogmatic; for they cannot, except 
in tedious parentheses, take into account the exceptions 
which should qualify every sweeping assertion. Such a com- 
parison should naturally be attempted with the utmost fair- 
ness, and probably ask for forgiveness through the saving 
grace of humor. 

The importance of sound information on the way in 
which other countries train their youth is obvious. For 
education reflects the history of a nation, as well as its 
aspirations, and the future it is trying to build for itself. It 
constitutes, along with law and juridical institutions, one of 
the most faithful mirrors to the national psychology. A na- 
tion, even if it borrows models from abroad when it organ- 
izes or reorganizes its schools and its colleges, soon molds 
them according to its own needs and instills an original 
spirit into them. Hence the difficulty which many of us 
experience in trying to evaluate the educational achieve- 
ment of a foreign country. Terminology is misleading; 
superficial analogies are deceptive; the same curricula of 
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studies are interpreted according to radically divergent 
methods; the results obtained by the study of seemingly 
parallel subjects have little in common. 

Yet there must be some underlying similarities behind 
apparent differences, and some solid ground for mutual 
understanding. Education is, along with religion, the most 
potent means for changing man. And changing man is to- 
day the momentous issue facing the modern world entering 
upon the second half of the twentieth century and the sixth 
year of the atomic era. The problems with which man is 
confronted today can only be solved through better edu- 
cation. Men of all countries must be enabled to harness 
mechanical forces and to offset the terrifying progress of 
science through a corresponding expansion of their own 
spiritual and moral powers. They must also succeed in in- 
creasing their mutual understanding and their co-operative 
endeavors to live in peace and under more social justice. 
They must therefore emphasize, not the factors through 
which they differ from each other, but those which make 
them members of one race and inhabitants of one world. A 
keener insight into the elements in their education which 
have made two great Western peoples different and yet 
complementary, and animated with respect toward each 
other, is a desirable goal. 

Education in France can, like many French things, boast 
of a very long past and occasionally revolt against too over- 
powering a legacy. Four centuries at least of French intel- 
lects have proposed theories on education. Through a 
strange pattern of alternation, the French seem to go 
through periods of boundless hope that man and the world 
in which he lives can be radically improved, then through 
phases of skepticism in which they stress the evil inherent 
in human nature and the obstacles preventing man from 
inarching toward the condition of a superman or of a god. 
The sixteenth century, with Rabelais and Montaigne, the 
eighteenth century with Diderot and Condorcet were con- 
fident that progress, through more knowledge better as- 
similated, could become a reality. Many of us in the twen- 
tieth century profess a similar faith sobered down by tragic 
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disillusions. On the contrary, the seventeenth century and 
(insofar as one can safely generalize about a rich and con- 
tradictory age) the nineteenth, warned against premature 
expectations that man could be transformed through edu- 
cation. The Jesuits and chiefly the Jansenists, novelists like 
Balzac, then the Naturalists, poets and thinkers haunted 
by the tragic consequences of the Revolution and convinced 
that evil was ineradicable in man, stood for prudent pessi- 
mism. 

Such a long succession of manifold views on education 
has left in the French some cynicism as to the educational 
systems which blossom forth, and often mushroom luxuri- 
antly, in fertile America. Most educators affect an attitude 
of wait and see toward the "new" psychological discoveries 
made into the mind and behavior of children, and the tests 
which claim to assess their mental powers or deficiencies. 
An English saying would neatly sum up their position on 
the subject; it warns: "Never run after a bus, a woman, or 
an educational theory. There will be another along very 
soon." 

Hence the legacy of past traditions is not often chal- 
lenged in France in the field of education. "Plus ga change, 
plus c'est la meme chose." The French expect less than 
their American colleagues from the main indoor sport prac- 
ticed by faculties on United States campuses: a periodical 
and lengthy discussion on the reform of the curriculum. 
They instinctively, after they have lived through their early 
years of fermentation and rebellion in Parisian cafes, take 
refuge in traditions, assume that their predecessors were 
not necessarily fools or backward idiots, and take the easy 
course of teaching as*they themselves once were taught, and 
their fathers before them. 

Next to skepticism on educational theories and this fond- 
ness for continuity, the leading feature of French education 
is probably its strict organization by the State. Private 
universities are very few and enjoy limited prestige in 
France; private schools (practically all of them Roman 
Catholic) are more important, but they cannot confer any 
degrees. Their teaching staff is not comparable in quality to 
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the agreges of the State lycees and Universities. Yet, con- 
trary to what many Americans might imagine, political in- 
fluences play virtually no part in the French educational 
system. The professors enjoy full freedom of thought and 
of speech, and governmental interference has never, since 
the Third Republic came into being, constituted a problem. 

The character of the French educational system, how- 
ever, was greatly colored by the purpose assigned it by its 
founders: the Revolution and Napoleon. That purpose was 
to train state officials, army officers, teachers and members 
of the so-called liberal professions (doctors, lawyers, magis- 
trates, etc. ) . Hence a striking emphasis on uniformity of 
training for the young men of the same social group or of 
the same ability all over France, irrespective of local con- 
ditions; hence also a rigid hierarchy, students being ad- 
mitted to the more advanced stage of their training only 
after being sifted through competitive examinations. This 
rigidity and this uniformity, however, proved no great evil 
in a country geographically small as compared to the 
United States and has never hampered the survival of 
French individualism as sturdy if not as "rugged" as the 
American brand. 

But a more regrettable consequence has been a persist- 
ent reluctance of French youth to engage in careers other 
than the traditional government positions and the profes- 
sions. Only at a relatively late stage did it become normal 
for the most successful young men graduating from school 
or college to contemplate a business career. While Amer- 
ica trained her best men for business life and avowedly 
money-making pursuits (often transfigured by the semi- 
religious cloak of social service), France looked down 
upon directing her best minds to industrial and commer- 
cial enterprise. She is now repairing some of the harm thus 
done, but the prejudice still lingers. French business has 
consequently often been deficient in imagination, initiative 
and energy. 

To the French, the mark of a well-educated man is his 
ability to be sincerely interested in a variety of subjects, 
especially in the arts and letters, in history, philosophy. The 
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cultured Frenchman is at once to be singled out among Ms 
compatriots through a certain refinement of speech, a valu- 
able gift of self-expression, and because he seems to be at 
home in "general ideas." Matthew Arnold, after a tour 
of inspection of French schools once defined the ideal pro- 
posed to the French boy by the continental system of educa- 
tion: "to understand himself, and the world." Such an 
ideal is pursued through intense study of literature and the 
classics, through theoretical science, and a steady habit of 
psychological introspection. It is also pursued outside of 
bookish instruction. Gertrude Stein once remarked that, to 
be fully educated, a Frenchman also had to spend a few 
years in Paris, squandering away the patrimony thriftily 
laid aside by his family and taking one or several mis- 
tresses. This (which is also a Goethean ideal) goes by the 
name of sentimental education. When the Frenchman feels 
that he is able to talk on a variety of topics, ranging from 
politics to feminine psychology, from Descartes to Picasso, 
he returns tamely to his provincial city to occupy a post as a 
placid "fonctionnaire" and raise a bourgeois family. 

The assumption of the French education system is, in 
other words, that to prepare oneself for one's probable ca- 
reer (Vocational education" ), is a narrowing down of 
man's potentialities, and probably a mistaken calculation, 
for one seldom does in life what one has laboriously fitted 
oneself to do. On the contrary, leisure may well be the most 
precious and the most important part of one's life, especially 
if the expansion of mechanical devices is to increase the 
leisure hours allotted to modern man. And the ability to 
enjoy those leisure hours with some intelligence and taste, 
that is, with enhanced pleasure, should be one of the 
achievements of education. Much should be said for such a 
view of education for life and not merely for a career as a 
competent specialist locked up in one trade conscientiously 
mastered. Circumstances have demonstrated repeatedly, in 
America as elsewhere, that men trained along the tradi- 
tional lines of a time-honored humanistic ideal also prove the 
readiest to take on new tasks when the need arises and to 
face unforeseen difficulties victoriously. 
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Finally, teachers and professors are selected with the 
utmost care in France, where there never was any lack of 
candidates for an esteemed profession. Teachers enjoy a 
status which affords them regular salary increases, tenure, 
and independence. They must, of course, have passed stiff 
competitive examinations which alone open for them a 
teaching career. Their intellectual competence is univer- 
sally acknowledged, and their prestige in the communities 
in which they live is much greater than in countries where 
wealth tends to be the sole standard. 

In several of these respects, the picture of education in 
America is to be drawn in colors contrasting sharply to 
those of French education. 

Traditions are naturally less strong in a relatively new 
country and the humanistic ideal which was that of the 
cultured groups in America in the eighteenth century has 
gradually lost ground within the last hundred years, as 
education became more and more democratized. The conse- 
quences have been a far greater scope for innovations and 
a marked diversity of quality in different sections of a very 
wide country. It is easy to deride some of the excesses and 
"fads" which occasionally mar American education in 
some of its ill-advised reforms. Native observers have often 
ridiculed them. Thus personal hygiene has been made an 
important subject in some schools, ranking before spelling 
and history: it is indeed, but might be taught earlier and 
elsewhere and not at the expense of traditional subjects. It 
is reported that theoretical and practical studies on the best 
method of dishwashing have led to an advanced university 
degree; marriage problems are one of the most august sub- 
jects lectured upon on not a few campuses, without yet, it 
seems, bringing much improvement in the divorce situation 
of the country or greater domestic bliss to university grad- 
uates than to other groups. Many loudly advertised innova- 
tions proposed in some progressive schools have, in truth, 
shown much childishness and proved futile. Yet, and when 
all is said, the flexibility of American institutions is also a 
great advantage they enjoy over French schools hampered 
by routine and fearful even of reasonable innovations. 
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American colleges have not neglected the training of 
doctors, lawyers, government officials, but it is probably 
true that a majority of their graduates aim at a business 
career and the emphasis has been on training young men 
for industry, engineering, banking, commerce, business ad- 
ministration, more than for a civil service. Such an em- 
phasis is not to be regretted; it could be fruitfully imitated 
by some of the older countries in Europe, now in dire need 
of increasing their productivity and the efficiency of their 
industrial management. But the formation of an able group 
of civil servants, of diplomats, of men competent to assume 
posts in the military government in Germany and Japan, in 
the economic agencies created since the War, in cultural 
and information services abroad, was not strenuously 
pushed until very lately. America, having to play an inter- 
national role far more complex than that ever assumed by 
Great Britain, has too few men of wide outlook, well-in- 
formed in the foreign countries and their backgrounds, 
conversant with foreign languages. More general culture 
and less technical training (for the latter is often best ac- 
quired on the job itself) might have served the purpose. 

The utilitarian prejudice has been too widespread and 
has blinded many American educators. While young men 
must obviously acquire certain skills which they may need 
in their chosen career, they fail to see that the practical and 
vocational part of their training is often doomed to remain 
the least useful. For one seldom stays in the career one had 
chosen at eighteen or twenty. Some general culture, the 
ability to exercise common sense or sound judgment, the 
discernment of men, some personal charm, are more 
valuable assets in life than too narrow and specialized a 
training. 

Finally, in spite of immense progress achieved in the 
present century, the quality of the teaching staff is not uni- 
formly high in all American schools. The best American 
universities have risen to a position of eminence which 
ranks them undeniably among the very finest in the world 
today. Many of the secondary school teachers are un- 
equalled for competence, devotion, teaching skill, and the 
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intellectual energy which drives them to eschew stagnation 
and complacency. But in several sections of the country, 
the teaching profession still counts too many members who 
adopted it because there was nothing better for them to do. 
Their cultural refinement and even their mastery of their 
subject leave much to be desired. A sentence, culled at 
random in Harper's Magazine for July 1948, is typical of 
the jokes which consequently assail teachers and keep them 
from winning the social prestige which would be desirable: 
"An American is never beaten. If he is too lazy to farm, too 
ignorant to keep books, too ornery to clerk in a store, there 
are always three lines he can fall back on, that require no 
special ability. He can teach school, govern the state, or edit 
a newspaper." 

Underlying these differences and explaining them in 
part, there are obviously contrasting social conditions which 
have molded special answers to definite needs, and an im- 
plicit view of human nature which varies from the Old 
World to the New. 

France is an old country, with many officials, many 
white-collared clerks. Her problem is to keep young men 
away from those overstaffed professions, and to reserve the 
available positions in them to carefully selected candidates. 
The necessary selection is practiced early: from the age of 
twelve or fourteen the French boy becomes accustomed to 
seeing only a fraction of his class (twenty, thirty per cent 
at most) receive grades higher than fifty out of one hundred 
or, as the French call it, above average. The proportion of 
successful candidates at the baccalaureate, that is graduat- 
ing successfully from secondary schools, is forty per cent. 
In America, seventy or seventy-five per cent would be the 
corresponding average, and the parents of a school boy 
seldom tolerate a teacher who is a systematic low grader. 
"Poor dears!" they exclaim, "they work so hard!" "Why 
should they not deserve to pass, in this free country of 
ours?" Yet the selection of the best or of the fittest takes 
place also in America; but it occurs later, in the profes- 
sional schools, or even in life itself, and it is done according 
to standards which take into account character, adaptabil- 
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ity, energy, tact, and not only the quality which every 
French mother reveres almost exclusively in her child: "II 
est si intelligent!" will she declare with conviction and 
pride. 

It may be added without paradox that the French teacher 
would feel insulted in his self-esteem if he had to give 
grades of ninety, ninety-five, ninety-eight, as some gener- 
ous teachers sometimes do in America. For is he not him- 
self the standard and paragon of intellectual achievement 
for his class, and therefore equivalent to one hundred? And 
is it conceivable that youngsters, however gifted, could 
draw perilously near to that ideal figure? A well-known 
feature of the French educational system is the remoteness 
from the professors which it takes for granted and for 
beneficent. A university professor will consider as a matter 
of course that universities exist for the sake of professors 
primarily, and that students attend them to justify the pro- 
fessor's salary and existence. He will seldom open his door 
wide for discussion with the immature students, or consent 
to endless office-hours. He will expect a certain amount of 
deference from the youth. To be called by his first name by 
his students, or by his children, would be to the Frenchman 
a familiarity at which he would shudder. 

Closely allied to this remoteness is the deep-seated con- 
viction that there is much value in discipline per se, and 
that education consists above all in the acquiring of some 
mental disciplines (concentration and elasticity of the mind, 
the habit of steady effort, the art of clarifying one's ideas 
and ordering them neatly). The French would admit re- 
luctantly that the child or even the young man has very 
much worth while to say until he reaches the "age of rea- 
son." Let him therefore until then concentrate on carefully 
translating from Latin or Greek, English or German, the 
thoughts of others, or build up a framework, "un cadre" 
in which he will present his ideas and feelings, when he has 
some which are his own, and develop a lucid and elegant 
gift of style if possible. Such a discipline, far from stifling 
the personality of the young man, will probably tend to 
deepen it through long restraint. Besides, it inures him to 



LIFE, LITERATURE, AND LEARNING IN AMERICA 

one of the most common occurrences in life, that of being 
bored, and teaches him how to tolerate boredom with good 
grace. Lessons at school and lectures in college do not 
attempt to entertain the child needlessly: they cultivate a 
certain severity, are not afraid of abstraction in thought and 
language. 

The strange fact is that such a stern training given to 
young men seems to enhance their zest for enjoying life 
later. When the French boy is finally freed from required 
courses, dignified lectures, and competitive examinations, 
at twenty or twenty-five, he decides it is time for him to 
enjoy life. Indeed he does so, often until the advanced age 
of seventy or eighty, without an excessive zeal for work or 
the superstition that work is the sole pastime worthy of a 
busy adult. The American has been so happy in the Eden 
of his school and college days that the transition to life is a 
hard one for him. Competition then becomes nerve-racking. 
To spend two hours at lunch and one or two in the later 
afternoon at a caf6 terrace would appear a most un-Ameri- 
can inactivity. The graduate for whom college years were 
made comfortable, with passing "gentleman's" grades, 
secured with calculated effort, ample leisure hours allotted 
to games, is suddenly confronted with stark realities. He 
has to learn that the habit of being patiently and suavely 
bored, by his pompous boss, by business meetings and pro- 
fessional lunches, by the Sunday papers and even by his 
wife's chat by the fireside (or by the television set) must be 
acquired some time in life, since it was spared him by too 
considerate professors. He will insist upon a few cocktails, 
when he has left the reassuring activity of his office, to make 
the empty and tedious leisure hours palatable. 

Finally, it is often repeated that sports have no place in 
French education and that a regrettable lack of team spirit 
ensues which is the bane of French politics. Whoever has 
traveled on French roads lately may testify to the huge num- 
ber of young men and women addicted to walking, bicy- 
cling, camping, climbing, etc. Sport, as a topic for con- 
versation, has probably displaced art, politics, even love, 
and now ranks second only to food and cooking in France. 
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Yet it remains true to say that the French do not have the 
religion of exercise; they practice sport for sheer enjoy- 
ment, not for its educational and moral value. Their physi- 
cal endurance does not seem impaired by their spending a 
few afternoons a week poring over their books instead of 
racing about hockey fields. Besides, the relative lack of com- 
fort of many French houses forces them to walk up and 
down several floors blithely every day, where Americans 
rush to an elevator, even to reach the very room of the 
gymnasium where they are going to exercise strenuously 
for their health. An American colleague, a disbeliever in 
systematic exercise, used to answer his commiserating 
friends who asked Mm how he could ever get along without 
exercising: "I get all the exercise I need by going to the 
funerals of my friends who died at forty or fifty from 
having taken too much exercise." 

At the basis of American ideas on education, one dis- 
covers a basic creed: that the child is good and that educa- 
tion must not contradict or vitiate that essential goodness 
of human nature. In a general way, the Frenchman holds to 
an opposite belief, often called Jansenist, according to 
which evil is deeply ingrained in man, and in woman just a 
little more, but also more gracefully, so. Religious visitors 
from France to American colleges have often expressed 
their dismay at those young Spartans who seem to be im- 
mune from all belief in original sin. More cynical French 
writers on "Pamour en Amerique" (they are legion!) re- 
mark that relations between the sexes lack the Christian 
condiment in America, since, according to Anatole France's 
famous saying, "Christianity had done much for love by 
branding it as sin." 

This optimism of American educators makes their task 
arduous and must direly strain the patience of American 
mothers. For not only is the child deemed good, but the 
child is right, and must be listened to. If he insists he wants 
a certain dish at the restaurant, then changes his mind for 
a second one, then for a third, one submits meekly to 
such whims. To do otherwise, and slap him in the face 
with a warning that he must have the first dish ordered 
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for him by his mother, would be considered a cruel en- 
croachment on the child's personality and a dangerous culti- 
vation of inhibitions in the youngster. The fear of inhibi- 
tions and complexes in their progeny seems to haunt parents 
and teachers in the happy New World where Freud should 
have been born. Though an ironic revenge of immanent 
justice few adults in fact seem more often afflicted with 
inhibitions than the Americans; to a Frenchman, it makes 
them doubly interesting, and to a Frenchman of letters 
three times more so than his compatriots who squander 
their energy in extrovert talk and vehement gestures, and 
apparently go through life without having to pursue books 
entitled "Peace of Mind" or "How to Avoid Worrying." 
The Frenchman naively sipping his aperitif cannot under- 
stand the look of higher delight which beams in an Ameri- 
can's face when he proclaims at a cocktail party: "I have to 
drink in order to release my inhibitions" or "my doctor 
orders it for my heart." But he wonders whether it was 
then advisable to have the same persons, as children, tor- 
ment their parents and teachers because they had to enjoy 
full freedom from their elders so as not to become "in- 
hibited." 

One must add however that life has a regular way of 
contradicting all the principles followed in one's education. 
The Frenchman, brought up rather sadly and taught dis- 
cipline, usually becomes a rebel, refusing to cooperate with 
his compatriots or even to acknowledge party lines, or cross 
a street where he is told to; his cheerfulness seems to persist 
stubbornly under his "Jansenist" training. The American 
child is often preserved from the inhibiting hypocrisy of 
politeness, disregards his elders when playing, shouting, 
roller-skating, or turning on the radio full blast for hours. 
When grown up, he is often the most polite and the most 
considerate of creatures. He is trained at school to cultivate 
self-expression, through child-paintings, childish poems, 
and later on college verse and college short stories which 
parents and teachers pretend to admire dutifully ( alas! they 
may even be sincere! ) . Yet he is, when grown up, shy and 
tormented by scruples, by frustration, inferiority com- 
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plexes, as compared to his French counterparts. This 
charming unpredictability of the results which may crown 
our efforts and of the baffling answer given by life to our 
theories is, or should be, a healthy reminder to all our 
builders of educational structures. 

Today, the Americans and the French are better in- 
formed on each other than they ever were. Theories, ex- 
amples, teachers and students are regularly exchanged be- 
tween the two countries. While fundamental differences 
probably will persist, a valuable cooperation is also being 
established. The French have, during and since the war, 
become aware of some deficiencies in their educational sys- 
tem which could profitably be reformed according to Amer- 
ican examples. Not only are they becoming more apprecia- 
tive of physical education, and more in favor of trusting the 
youth instead of preaching it the value of severity and of 
discipline, but they seem to have derived four main lessons 
from their open-minded observation of American examples: 

1 ) Make their secondary education less literary and 
more scientific or more empirical. 

2) Develop technical education as the best hope to 
modernize their industry, and even more their agricultural 
methods. 

3 ) Without renouncing all the benefits of an exacting 
but often negative critical spirit, teach French youth the 
value of cooperation, and show it that intelligent individ- 
ualism can well coexist with team-work. 

4 ) Value the qualities of freshness and vitality, present 
in American college youth, on a par with those of order 
and finish. Essays turned out by the best of American stu- 
dents, while unacademic and unorthodox by French stand- 
ards, amateurish in their composition, unskilled in the art of 
transitions, are characterized by a spontaneous and ebul- 
lient vitality, fearless personal thinking, which many a 
French student might well envy. 

In the United States on the other hand, some trends have 
lately been conspicuous which narrow the gulf that seemed 
to separate the educational views of the two countries: 

1 ) A battle is being waged between the humanistic and 
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the scientific or technical ideals, and the second is by no 
means assured of victory. Many scientists, no longer con- 
vinced that the progress of science necessarily benefits 
mankind, seized with remorse and even with panic before 
the latest atomic discoveries, turn to philosophy, religion, 
the arts and letters, to offset the inhumanity with which 
modern man is threatening himself. 

2 ) The elective system, once favored by Harvard and 
many eastern universities, has lost ground, and the belief 
has spread that education requires that the youth receive a 
certain amount of fundamental knowledge, so that it be 
made conscious of the continuity between the past and the 
present, and of the common store of information which 
educated men living together in one country should own. 

3 ) Democracy tends to be understood in less fallacious 
a manner. For some time, it was foolishly interpreted as the 
right for every young man to elect any course he liked, 
integrate them as he might. It was also taken to mean a 
sufficient level of education for the masses, at the expense 
of the so-called "elite," which could afford some levelling 
down. America, to be sure, is not inclined to favor any 
class education, and the word "elite" is unsavory to her. 
But, as an American educator, Abraham Flexner, once re- 
marked: "Universities must at times give the nation, not 
what it wants, but what it needs." True democracy can and 
must coexist with some leadership, that is, know how to 
extract from its own midst the elements best fit to serve it. 
In peacetime, and even more so in time of emergency, the 
fate of a democracy rests in the hands of a few statesmen, 
generals, admirals, business organizers and administrators; 
a great deal indeed will depend upon the training once re- 
ceived by the leaders of the country, and their ability to 
utilize the best citizens. 

4) The peoples of the world have to reach a higher 
degree of economic, political and spiritual unity, or risk the 
danger of mutual annihilation. The role of America is to- 
day preponderant in all international moves. Yet the coun- 
try suffers from a lack of men trained to understand the 
other nations from the inside, i.e. not only through statistics 
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of their economic life, but in their language, traditions, 
sensibility, national psychology. The masses of America, 
which ultimately determine her foreign policy, are inade- 
quately informed on the Western nations with which their 
fate, for better or for worse, is bound up today. Only 
through more windows intelligently opened on the outside 
world will great nations learn how to understand, tolerate, 
and respect each other, and some day to alienate some part 
of their sovereignty in a federation, or in a series of unions 
culminating perhaps in a world government. 

Through their long-standing friendship, their mutual 
trust and their community of ideals, two nations like Amer- 
ica and France can cooperate today in exchanging the best 
in their educational systems, in learning different lessons 
from each other. 

Thus they may point the way to a war-ridden world to- 
ward the end of nationalism and the growth of international 
understanding. Bergson wrote in his last great work that 
"mankind is not sufficiently aware that its future is in its 
own hands." Only through broader education can mankind 
perhaps become aware of it, and work its own salvation. 



American Literature Through French Eyes 



ONE OF THE STRIKING PHENOMENA of world literature 
in the last twenty years has been the emergence of 
modern American literature as the more important of the 
two literatures in the English language. The drama and 
the poetry, but chiefly the novel, of America have risen to 
a position of prestige and influence abroad seldom equalled 
in history. Three out of every four translations from the 
English language currently published in France and in 
Italy, Russia, South America are from American works. 
"Traduit de Famericain" has become a magical catchword 
in Paris, and a quick selling device for book publishers. 

This vogue of American letters abroad is all the more 
remarkable as it stands in sharp contrast to the failure of 
other artistic means of expression of America to establish 
themselves in Europe. In spite of determined though per- 
haps ill-conceived attempts made since 1944, exhibitions of 
American paintings organized in London and Paris have 
met with a total lack of interest. American composers have 
been played abroad before polite but frigid audiences. Ar- 
chitecture arouses greater admiration: Frank Lloyd Wright 
is revered as a legendary figure; but American buildings, 
in part for obvious reasons, have not been imitated to any 
marked extent. As to the movies, the time is gone when 
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European intellectuals composed subtle essays on the pro- 
fundity and the genius of Charlie Chaplin. Never has the 
stock of Hollywood stood so low among European ( and per- 
haps American) audiences. 

More and more, the idea of America held in Western 
Europe, and elsewhere among the people where literacy is 
widespread, is molded by American novels -and not by 
the movies or the travelers and soldiers whom one may 
have observed. This extraordinary prestige of American 
letters has come at an opportune moment, when several of 
the traditionally great literatures of Europe have seemed 
to be undergoing a crisis. Modem Russia has not had the 
first-rate novel which alone would have explained the coun- 
try's revolutionary era to millions of foreign readers. When 
the outside world wanted to understand Russian heroism 
during the recent war, it turned to Tolstoy's "War and 
Peace." Kafka, who has been dead since 1924, and Rilke, 
whom death silenced in 1926, are the German literary 
forces most keenly felt abroad. (The influence of the Mann 
brothers has been slight on literature.) Little of modern 
Italian, Spanish, and South American letters has been able 
to win large audiences. France alone, with Malraux, Giono, 
Saint-Exupry, the Existentialists, her war poets, has 
proved a great international force through the last decade. 
And not a little of the revived energy and appeal of French 
fiction has been due to its original assimilation of American 
influences. 

As to Great Britain, the ordeal of the war strained her 
energies to the breaking-point without affording her the op- 
portunity to create literature which the Resistance and the 
temptation to flaunt their "artistic superiority" before the 
invader gave the French. English literature has been so 
continuously rich for three hundred years or more that the 
present eclipse can be only temporary. But, since the pass- 
ing of Lawrence, Joyce, and even Virginia Woolf, the 
English novel has lacked power to renew itself. E. M. 
Forster, acclaimed by many as the chief English novelist 
alive, cannot rank with the giants. Graham Greene has more 
forcefulness. Richard Hillary, had he lived, might have 
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risen high. Maugham, Huxley, Waugh, Isherwood seem 
pale compared to the ebullient energy of their American 
contemporaries. The drama of England can boast of no 
O'Neill. Even her finest poets of the thirties, Auden, 
Spender, Day Lewis, MacNeice, have lately disappointed 
us. Time will soon tell if, as we personally believe, Eliot's 
"Four Quartets" has not been ridiculously overpraised. 
Dylan Thomas has striking originality, but reminds the 
French of their own Surrealists. Many British intellectuals, 
at a time when liberated Europe, grateful to the England of 
the R.A.F., expected a new message from them, were found 
either to have taken refuge in America or to have been 
seized with a new "failure of nerve" and to have resorted to 
Buddhism or Catholicism. England critics and readers have 
also been swayed by the vitality, apparently needed in 
Europe, which seems to radiate from American literature. 

Contrary to the too diffident explanations offered by 
American journalists, this focussing of attention on Ameri- 
can books is not a mere consequence of the war and a re- 
flection of the accrued respect given the all-powerful coun- 
try which owns the secret of the future. For Russian arms 
enjoyed immense prestige in 194245, and such prestige 
did not go automatically to their culture. We are faced with 
a purely literary phenomenon, which, indeed, was already 
noticeable five or ten years before Pearl Harbor. The wave 
of enthusiasm for American books began at the very time 
when the United States had isolated itself from Europe and 
when its power seemed sapped by the Great Depression. 
Indeed American material prosperity, and American power 
and complacency and nationalism, are conspicuously absent 
from American books read abroad and do not seem to have 
ever intoxicated Steinbeck, Dos Passos, O'Neill, or Robin- 
son Jeffers. 

What is more, this vogue of American writers has been 
in no way fostered by the renowned advertising methods 
of American business or by the official representatives of 
America in foreign lands. The French have been the past 
masters of efficient literary strategy. They never spare 
funds in exporting their bearded Academicians, their latest 
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Surrealist rebels or abstruse Existentialist prophets. Life 
and Time will readily comment upon each move of 
M. Sartre or his favorite caf; Town and Country and 
Harper's Bazaar will bring the names of Camus and 
Anouilh to every smart lady's boudoir. Americans have had 
one successful traveling salesman for American culture, 
Waldo Frank, and they have treated him with great re- 
serve. As to their professors of American literature, they 
have done their best to dampen or deride the European 
enthusiasm for Hart Crane, Sinclair Lewis, Faulkner, and 
not unnaturally Henry Miller. Representatives of Amer- 
ican publishers abroad have frowned for other reasons upon 
the success of novels unsponsored by book clubs and feared 
that such novels might convey an unfavorable picture of 
American civilization. They have tried to divert the en- 
thusiasm of Europeans to Henry James, to the delicate 
craftsmanship of Willa Gather, to volumes on American 
history. Their success has been scant. The author of this 
article has actually read and met several Frenchmen whose 
fondest dream is to cross the Atlantic some day to see the 
land of Faulkner or of Caldwell; who are haunted by the 
vision of California which Steinbeck or Jeffers gave them; 
and who enjoy the thrill of recognition when they read, on 
actual signs, the magical words "Main Street" or "Man- 
hattan Transfer."" 

Any foreign influence is a distortion and a transfigura- 
tion. The chief interest of what is called the comparative 
study of literatures lies precisely in the diversity of the 
images of our own writers which several mirrors (transla- 
tions, foreign criticism) reflect for us. The foreign ob- 
server does not necessarily gain from his perspective several 
thousand miles remote, nor does he necessarily lose. He 
does not presume to tell Americans which are their truest 
writers, and he is probably deaf to the finer values in their 
poetry; but he may apply another criterion, that of the 
fecundity of some works of literature which attract a motley 
train of admirers and inspire imitators abroad, while others, 
perhaps purer or more national in appeal, remain without 
any foreign posterity. 
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The French have vainly protested against the admiration 
which went to Alexandre Dumas, Edmond Rostand, more 
recently to Andre Maurois, Jules Romains, at the expense 
of much finer artists and more piercing psychologists like 
Stendhal and Mauriac. It took several decades for the Euro- 
pean Continent to admit that England had greater poets 
than Byron. Not a few Russians are moved to indignation 
when foreigners celebrate Dostoevsky as "typically Rus- 
sian" and endeavor, with little success, to induce us to pre- 
fer Pushkin and Gogol. 

American writers have, more than any others, been the 
victims, or the beneficiaries, of European waves of un- 
critical enthusiasm: Feniniore Cooper, Mrs. Beecher Stowe, 
Jack London, Frank Norris, Upton Sinclair, Sinclair 
Lewis, and last but not least, E. A. Poe. As usual in such 
cases, their own compatriots have punished those writers 
for their excessive foreign reputation. Fenimore Cooper is 
studied as an artist in grave doctors' theses at the Sorbonne, 
and the reverence of Baudelaire, Mallarme, Valery, and 
others for Poe has had no counterpart in this country. 
French intellectuals are likewise reluctant to admire "Les 
Miserables" and "Cyrano de Bergerac" and are half- 
ashamed of "Alexander the Great," as D. W. Brogan 
recently called Alexandre Dumas, in whom he celebrated 
the most valuable foreign asset for France. Who knows but 
that the French and other Europeans may be correct in dis- 
covering profound secrets and an inexhaustible imaginative 
power in Faulkner or Dos Passos? They have already con- 
verted several leading American critics to their views. 

The classical American literature has received a share of 
the present French curiosity. Whitman has been praised 
anew, notably by Gide and Giono. Several new translations 
of Melville (Benito Cereno, Billy Budd, Moby Dick, 
Pierre) have appeared since 1939. Indeed, the present cult 
of Melville has had no more ardent prophets than some 
Europeans like D. H. Lawrence, who, as early as 1923, 
proclaimed Moby Dick "an epic of the sea such as no man 
has equalled, and a book of exoteric symbolism of profound 
significance." Hawthorne, long read in Europe, has been 
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recently retranslated. His obsession with crime and with 
"Freudian" repressions, as well as his pagan aspiration to 
joy, have made him appear as the ancestor of the present- 
day American novel. But in psychology and technique he 
brings little that is radically novel to the successors of 
Proust, Mauriac, and Julien Green. 

Henry James is respected in France by all, read by a 
very few, and considered as a classic, but without living 
influence. Proust was content to know him by name only; 
E. M. Forster has been severe on him; Gide, indoctrinated 
by his Jamesian friend Charles du Bos, tried in vain to read 
him. The French, apparently, find that they have the equiv- 
alent of James in their own analytical novelists, who are 
legion, and find his psychology too static and devious, his 
pace too slow, his content too remote from common life. 

Little attraction is also felt for the American writers 
whom one might group as traditional, or even as genteel. 
They include excellent craftsmen, usually of the female sex, 
like Ellen Glasgow and Willa Gather, even Pearl Buck, al- 
though she has enjoyed greater success, and Margaret 
Mitchell; the latter became a best-seller on the black market 
during the German occupation, but exercised no influence 
on the writers themselves. Some short stories of Eudora 
Welty and of Katherine Ann Porter have recently been 
rendered into French, and their skill may help revive an 
art which has not received brilliant treatment from French 
hands for forty years. J. P. Marquand and Louis Bromfield, 
the latter in spite of his long familiarity with the French 
scene, lack the power, perhaps the brutality, which the 
world seems to expect from American literature. 

As to naturalism, which is one of the living currents in 
American fiction, it steins from the French school of Flau- 
bert, Maupassant, and Zola and has therefore little novelty 
for the French readers of today, who have turned their back 
on their own realism. W. D. Howells, Stephen Crane, even 
Upton Sinclair, once perused for their documentary value, 
are now but names in Europe (except, in the case of Sin- 
clair, for Russia) . Dreiser, with all the undeniable power of 
his earlier works, appears melodramatic and crude. Sinclair 
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Lewis has long descended from the place of eminence once 
won with Main Street and Babbitt. Most of his later works 
have belonged to the most ephemeral of all types of litera- 
ture: the literature on social problems. For, as even Ibsen 
and Shaw have experienced, nothing is deader than a play 
or a novel on a social problem which has been solved. Be- 
tween Thomas Wolfe and Latin minds, there seems to 
prevail a deep-seated incompatibility: the latter find that, 
even in fiction, the most formless of arts, he is too unre- 
strained in his deluge of words and of reminiscences, and 
they do not discern the inner tragedy of the man underlying 
his long, verbose and solitary quest. 

The great names of American fiction are thus in French 
eyes Hemingway, Steinbeck, Dos Passos, and Faulkner. 
Scott Fitzgerald is only now being revealed as the precursor 
of that group. Erskine Caldwell is occasionally added to the 
American quartet, with a slight note of hesitation caused 
by the marked inequality between his best and his least 
good books. These novelists are read and discussed wher- 
ever French is spoken and acclaimed by all those who in the 
Near East, in South America, even in Russia, are inclined 
to subscribe to French literary fashions. Their heroes and 
heroines have become familiar accessories of French life. 
Crossword puzzles have been devised, made up of nothing 
but titles and characters of American fiction. Elaborate 
critical disquisitions by the best critics of the day (Sartre, 
Claude-Edmonde Magny, Blanchot) have analyzed the se- 
cret intentions of Faulkner and Dos Passos, the philosophy 
of Steinbeck, the technique of Hemingway. Until a very 
few years ago, these novelists had not met with such thor- 
ough criticism in their own country. 

Whether well-informed or naive, misguided or penetrat- 
ing, the outcome of a passing vogue or a more deeply-rooted 
reaction, the unprecedented success of American literature 
abroad is a sociological as well as an aesthetic phenomenon 
of striking significance. 

Geographically, the region of the United States which is 
brought to the fore is no longer New England, once the 
abode of culture in the New World. It is not even New 
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York. The literary map of America, as pictured in the minds 
of millions of foreign readers, draws in sharp outlines the 
country of Steinbeck, the California of James Cain, the 
setting of "Desire Under the Elms," and the proud solitude 
of Carmel and Point Sur, dear to Robinson Jeffers, It also 
emphasizes the importance of the Middle West, from which 
have sprang Sherwood Anderson and Hart Crane (Ohio), 
Lindsay, Sandburg, Edgar Lee Masters, and MacLeish 
(Illinois ) , T. S. Eliot and Marianne Moore (both from St. 
Louis, Missouri). 

But the most original American works have since 1930 
been inspired by the South. The most active critics have 
been linked with the Southern periodicals: the now defunct 
Southern Review, the Virginia Quarterly Review, the 
Sewanee Review, and occasionally the Southwest Review. 
Allen Tate, John Crowe Ransom, and Robert Penn Warren 
have even dreamed of building up in the South a new econ- 
omy as the basis for a better-balanced culture. James 
Branch Cabell, Ellen Glasgow, and Willa Gather were 
Virginians. Thomas Wolfe and Margaret Mitchell have 
popularized other parts of the South which they love. Negro 
writers, at least two of whom have been warmly admired 
in France, the novelist Richard Wright and the fine poet 
Langston Hughes, have added to the poetical prestige of 
the South. Above all, Erskine Caldwell in Georgia and 
William Faulkner in Ms Yoknapatawpha County in north- 
ern Mississippi have done for those states what Thomas 
Hardy did for his Wessex and Walter Scott for Scotland, 
Giono for Provence and Mauriac for the French Bordelais: 
they have annexed new provinces to literary geography, 
won for their native districts an epic glamor which is al- 
ready attracting pilgrims there. 

Such is the magic of literary creation. The South, van- 
quished in the Civil War, left behind in the economic strag- 
gle, the depressed area of the United States in the eyes of 
many Americans, has had its revenge: it has won the liter- 
ary battle of America. Through the South, the immense 
continent seems to have gained a consciousness of tradition 
and a sense of history. Through the South also, it has ac- 
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quired the sense of tragedy which haunts Southern novelists 
(Wolfe in You Can't Go Home Again and Faulkner in A 
Rose for Emily ) like a curse; but this sense of history and of 
tragedy was probably necessary to the growth of American 
literature since its expansion beyond Concord and Boston 
and Baltimore. Faulkner, like Hardy in England and 
Mauriac in France, has tapped the richest source of fictional 
themes for a novelist: the excessive concentration of life in 
a restricted provincial environment, the jealous spying of 
family upon family, the bitter struggle between dispos- 
sessed traditional heirs and brutal newcomers. Above all 
this, he has conjured up the ghost of slavery which hovers 
over his novels and for which the South must still atone. 
The fascination of the American South has proved so great 
for several younger writers of France who have never 
crossed the Atlantic that they have unwittingly transplanted 
that setting into their own novels of French life; one hears 
Negro spirituals in the Pyrenees or drinks Jamaica rum in 
Burgundy to exorcise ancestral spirits; the fields are planted 
with cotton or with corn, and the smell of sassafras per- 
fumes the countryside. Thus the mechanical imitation of 
much-admired American novels has played upon some 
French writers the same literary trick of which American 
poets had been victims in the early nineteenth century, 
when they conscientiously composed hymns to skylarks 
and odes to nightingales without ever having heard or seen 
those fabulous European birds! 

Strangely enough, the natural scenery of America which 
now populates the imagination of European readers is no 
longer that of Mayne Reid or Fenimore Cooper, not even 
that of Jack London's stories. It is seldom that of New 
England or the Middle Western plains, for neither Robert 
Frosfs verse nor evocations of "American beauty" at- 
tempted by Edna Ferber or LeGrand Cannon, neither Ruth 
Suckow's descriptions of Iowa nor Willa Gather's Ne- 
braska scenery in One of Ours have succeeded in bringing 
those aspects of America vividly to foreign eyes. The far 
West and its colorful canyons, the splendors of Nevada, 
Arizona, and Colorado, the bays and mountains of Wash- 
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ington and Oregon have had thus far little or no place in 
American literature; the superb rivers and trees, unequalled 
on the Euopean Continent, have apparently beggared de- 
scription or daunted the powers of writer and painter alike. 
As a result, the main source of local color for readers of 
American works is the dreary expanse of Georgia or Mis- 
sissippi, humanized by deeply-rooted traditions and appar- 
ently better attuned to the tragic sensibility of literary crea- 
tors. 

The second feature which marks the American novels 
selected by the French for translation is their violence. The 
day now seems remote indeed when Flaubert and Zola 
were deemed too brutal for English-speaking readers! The 
compatriots of Proust and Celine apparently find their own 
literature too tame, for they plunge with the delight of ex- 
otic discovery into the improbable scenes of American let- 
ters. Desertion occurs in almost every war novel, from Dos 
Passos' remarkable Three Soldiers to Hemingway's Fare- 
well to Arms. Rape, next to incest, might be judged, from 
several of these novels, to be a favorite pastime of Ameri- 
cans. O'Neill, Jeffers, even Faulkner seem obsessed by in- 
cest. Only homosexuality appears, again judging from lit- 
erature, to find more favor with the French than with the 
Americans. Some recent French plays even take place in an 
American setting, so as to enjoy, one suspects, the advan- 
tage of a dramatic lynching scene. 

But the amusement and amazement of French readers 
have been especially aroused by the drinking and loving 
habits which they find described in American fiction, 
heightened naturally by the intensity or by the convention- 
ality of art. Heroes of The Sun also Rises, of The Iceman 
Cometh, of Dashiell Hammett and others, seem endowed 
with a superhuman capacity for imbibing at which the 
French marvel. 

As to sex, the French feel vaguely humiliated by the 
descriptions of American fiction, which are throwing many 
of their own love stories into the tepid category of Sunday- 
school reading! Hemingway's evocations of love as the most 
glamorous of sports next to bull-fighting, CaldwelPs Jour- 
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neyman and GotPs Little Acre., Steinbeck's Wayward Bus 
are a veritable orgy of love. Edmund Wilson's Hecate 
County has not yet found its way to France. But the great- 
est uproar has been caused in 194647 by Henry Miller. 
This disciple of C61ine and D. H. Lawrence found him- 
self the cynosure of literary life in 1946. Critics, reporters, 
moralists aligned themselves for or against him; his books 
were deemed so perilous to virtue that they were brought 
to trial, while admirers of Tropic of Cancer and of Tropic 
of Capricorn compared their hero to Christ flagellated by 
jealous or narrow-minded Pharisees! Sober commentators 
remarked that it had taken an American (long steeped in 
the most malodorous aspects of Parisian life, to be sure) to 
have made Celhie appear more innocent than a choir-boy 
and Casanova an impotent weakling. 

The entertainment thus derived from the debauchery of 
violence in American fiction does not go without some feel- 
ing of silly complacency among the inheritors of an old cul- 
ture who like to think of North America as populated by 
young barbarians. The interest taken by Europeans in the 
United States has not ceased, since the "Jesuit Relations" 
and Rousseau, to be an aspect of their taste for primi- 
tivism. Few Frenchmen, however, are naive enough to take 
the murders, the sexual prowess, and the drinking bouts of 
American fiction as the faithful copy of American life. 
Rather do they admire in that violence a healthy if brutal 
reaction against the monotony and standardization of con- 
ditions prevailing in America. After imagining American 
life as an "air-conditioned nightmare" in which cleanli- 
ness reigns supreme, efficiency crushes individuals, and 
conformity is the law, many of them sigh with relief when 
they discover that there are also the itinerant destitutes of 
The Grapes of Wrath, the nonconformists of Tortilla Flat, 
the human waifs of Tobacco Road, the idiot whose mas- 
terly monologue in The Sound and the Fury is already a 
locus classicus of French criticism. 

Their esteem for America is in no way impaired by such 
a contemplation of the seamy side of things. Only Nazi 
Germany and Stalinist Russia have insisted upon display- 
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ing In their literature nothing but the clean, efficient, moral 
and lifeless face of their country: they left the world un- 
convinced. Robust and adult nations like the United States 
and France know fully well that there is more to their civ- 
ilization than the Champs Elysees and the Riviera hotels, 
than Fifth Avenue and Miami Beach. They are not afraid 
to emphasize the uncomely sights of their country in their 
plays and novels. Only a few superficial observers will see 
in this a proof of French corruption or American brutality. 
Behind unusual aspects of the United States, the French 
readers of American works seek something deeper, of 
which they are in dire need: a message of vitality and a 
freshness of vision which raise violence and vice to the 
stature of the epic. 

For the literature of Europe, however expert in technique 
and subtle in psychological dissection, lacks vigor and 
knows it. Kafka and Proust, Huxley and Gide, Auden and 
Rilke are supremely endowed in intelligence and in sensi- 
tiveness; but they lack imaginative power to recreate life, 
that is, an intense grasp on the concrete. They are un- 
equalled in self-conscious delineation of moods of frustra- 
tion and of repression, in polished irony, and even in 
searching exploration of the recesses of the ego. But their 
readers detect signs of excessive maturity in their overre- 
fined works and yearn for the uncouth youthfulness which 
Steinbeck, Hemingway, and Caldwell seem to have in 
abundance. The splendid promise of American letters, to 
be sure, is seldom fulfilled: the last touches which would as- 
sure true greatness, the tranquil recollection which might 
sublimate and prolong the shock of immediacy, the depth of 
thought which has seldom marred good novels, are often 
lacking. But Europeans who dip in Sanctuary, God*$ Lit- 
tle Acre, even The Big Money, are relieved to discover 
characters who take hold of them and plots in which the 
authors seem to have earnestly believed. We may picture 
their thrill of discovery after living too long with the rare- 
fied atmosphere of Proust, the effete irony of Maurois or 
E. M. Forster, the unconvincing and laborious synthesis of 
Jules Romains, the impalpable halo into which Virginia 
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Woolf dissolves her heroines, or the pretentious philosophi- 
cal discourse of Thomas Mann's mouthpieces. 

The ambition of the novel has been, since Balzac and 
Tolstoy, to take the place left vacant by the disappearance 
of the epic. An element of willful intensification of life has 
always been necessary to the epic; the power to move heroes 
through ordeals and battles and to relate adventures with 
convincingness has been one of the attributes of the epic 
creator. In this sense, the American novel of today, at its 
best, comes the nearest to the definition of the epic. Dos 
Passos in U.S.A., Steinbeck in his admirable In Dubious 
Battle, which is a greater achievement artistically than 
The Grapes of Wrath, and Faulkner in As I Lay Dying 
rank among the epic novelists of our age. 

Jean-Paul Sartre, whose prestige is second to none with 
the contemporary French public, said aptly in his article in 
the Atlantic Monthly for August, 1946: "What we looked 
for above all in the American novel was something quite 
different from its crudities and its violence." It was noth- 
ing less indeed than a renewal of the setting, of the subject 
matter, and of the technique of the traditional French 
novel. The present vogue of American letters is excessive; 
some of its manifestations are at times ludicrous and will 
pass away, as the waves of enthusiasm for Byron, Poe, 
Dostoevsky ebbed away. But they left French (and other 
European) literatures profoundly transformed. 

The French are the unchallenged masters of the roman 
ff analyse. From La Princesse de Cleves to Marivaux and 
Laclos in the eighteenth century, then from Benjamin Con- 
stant's Adolphe and Stendhal to Proust and Mauriac, their 
vocation in fiction has been to probe searchingly into the 
workings of man's mind and soul, to bring to light the hid- 
den motives of actions and the complex nuances of feelings. 
Proust has gone as far as seems humanly possible in that 
direction. Nothing was left for French novelists to do, after 
him, but to break away from an introspection which was 
becoming static and artificial. Since 1925 or 1930, French 
fiction, led by Malraux, Saint-Exupery, Giono, has aimed 
at capturing the mysteries of man in action and not at rest, 
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at substituting a synthetic perception of human nature for 
an exclusively analytical dissection. While they were thus 
seeking new paths away from a valuable but exhausted 
French tradition, they lit upon Faulkner and Dos Passos 
nay, upon Dashiell Hammett, Damon Runyon, Raymond 
Chandler, and writers who were lesser artists than them- 
selves, but from whom they were ready to learn. In an im- 
portant interview given in January, 1945, to the English 
review, Horizon, Malraux declared: "To my mind the es- 
sential characteristic of contemporary American writing is 
that it is the only literature whose creators are not in- 
tellectuals. . . . They are obsessed with fundamental 
man. . . . The great problem of this literature is now to 
intellectualize itself without losing its direct approach." 

Malraux converted elder writers like Andre Gide, who, 
himself more gifted for abstract analysis of man than for 
concrete evocation of man's behavior, had instinctively felt 
the need of more "raw meat" in French literature, which 
was addicted to dressing and softening its fare. Gide went 
so far as to proclaim his admiration for the superior detec- 
tive stories of Dashiell Hammett (The Thin Man, The 
Maltese Falcon, The Red Harvest). The most refined of 
French novelists are now discovering with eagerness Miss 
Lonelyhearts, the cruel and very able story by Nathaniel 
West, whose untimely death at thirty-two is one of the 
gravest losses of modern American literature; John 
O'Hara's skillful rendering of the atmosphere of the 
twenties in Appointment in Samara; James Cain, Horace 
McCoy, Damon Runyon, and other "poets of the tabloid 
murder," as Edmund Wilson once called these novelists of 
the hard-boiled school. 

This is not only contagion of literary fashion. The 
French have realized lately that their excessively analytical 
literature was too narrowly addressed to an "unhappy 
few": the few thousands in any country who are capable 
of introspection and enjoy the leisure required by such soul- 
searching. Millions of other potential readers, untrained 
in such examinations of conscience and often inarticulate, 
were never reached by the traditional novel of analysis. 
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These readers had to resort to the coarser type of murder 
stories. Why not do for them what E. A. Poe and the author 
of Crime and Punishment had already done: cater to their 
legitimate craving for sensation and the thrill of violent ac- 
tion, while fulfilling many of the requisites of art? 

This taste for synthetic as against analytical psychology, 
for sensations powerfully evoked as against elaborate dis- 
quisition of hidden motives, has been apparent in France 
since Malraux, Giono, and Saint-Exupery succeeded 
Proust and Gide in popularity ( 1930 or thereabout) . It be- 
came more marked with the war years. The vision of bru- 
tality and swift, cruel, illogical action presented by Ameri- 
can novels then became an all too real nightmare in the 
countries invaded by Germany. Any attempt at understand- 
ing rationally a baffling apocalypse or at philosophizing 
about events seemed ludicrous. For the men and women 
summarily arrested by the Gestapo, huddled together into 
concentration camps, for the youth exposed to the hazards 
of the Maquis, American books assumed a prophetic char- 
acter. They proved to be the ones best attuned to a tragic 
era of incomprehensible violence and of brutal inhumanity 
of man to man. 

To be sure, the French readers, as some semblance of 
normalcy is again enjoyed, cannot fail to be sensitive to the 
lack of art which characterizes much of American litera- 
ture. Even at present the most gifted followers of Dos 
Passos ( like Sartre ) , of Hemingway ( Camus ) , of Faulkner 
(Mouloudji, Desforets, Magnane) are much more preoccu- 
pied than their models by the problem of discovering a 
form for their functional attempts. But such a form will be 
a richer one for having known a few variations from the 
older, and outworn, French mold. The writers of the New 
World have taught the French a refreshing disregard for 
composition, a total detachment from such rules as unity of 
plot, a youthful freedom from artistic restraint. Theirs was 
a type of writing which aimed neither at pure art nor at 
eternal values, which cared little for posterity or even for 
survival. To compatriots of Flaubert and Mallarmg, whose 
sin is to deify literature, the contrast was salutary. 
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The best among the modern French are not content with 
imitating their American models. Camus in La Peste, Sartre 
in Le Sursis, have beaten Hemingway and Dos Passos at 
their own game. Elsewhere they have out-Faulknered 
Faulkner. With more art than their masters, they have 
used their devices: the Faulknerian reversibility of time, 
the simultaneous action of Dos Passos, the "punch"" of 
Caldwell's dialogue, the vivid narrative of Steinbeck, Hem- 
ingway's "eye on the object." The coarseness and orgy of 
sex and lust which entertained the French public for a 
time will soon be forgotten; but the lesson of concreteness, 
the effectiveness learned in American writing (substituted, 
in the canon of literary qualities, for abstractness and 
beauty) are likely to remain. American fiction has brought 
to European artists a new accumulation of materials. 

A last characteristic of modem American books fitted 
them peculiarly to the days of wrath through which Europe 
has been living. Their implicit philosophy is one of pessi- 
mism. That pessimism may be a constant and deep-seated 
feature of the literature of America, for, with the exception 
of Mark Twain in his earlier years and possibly of Walt 
Whitman, it has characterized most of the important writ- 
ers of the "young country": Emerson, Poe, Hawthorne, 
Melville, Emily Dickinson, Henry James, Dreiser, and all 
our contemporaries, including American-born Julien 
Green, the gloomiest of present-day French authors. The 
most disillusioned books about the First World War came 
from the writers of the country which was physically least 
affected by it: The Enormous Room, Three Soldiers, What 
Price Glory, A Farewell to Arms. The sharpest revulsion 
against mechanical civilization, the bitterest satire of busi- 
nessmen and of ladies' clubs, of the good fellowship of 
Rotarians and of standardized religion have been expressed 
by O'Neill and Steinbeck, by the authors of Elmer Gantry 
and of Journeyman, even by X B. Cabell and the Thornton 
Wilder of Heaven's My Destination. 

But America need not blush at this literature of de- 
spair. Its pessimism is not the sterile mockery of cynics nor 
the decadent obsession to soil the beauty of the world. It is 
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the expression of sincere idealism, of lucid faith. It asserts 
with eloquence that all is not well with the world, but that, 
by facing realities boldly, we could make life more worthy 
of being lived. If American literature today has scaled epic 
heights more courageously than any other, it has also 
plumbed the depths of tragedy. Andre Malraux, as early 
as 1933, prefacing the French translation of Sanctuary, 
called Faulkner's book "the intrusion of Greek tragedy into 
the detective novel." Few writers, since Emily Bronte and 
Thomas Hardy, have indeed laid a juster claim to being 
continuators of Sophocles than Faulkner. 

The reasons for this tragic pessimism of American 
writing are complex: they are in part social and reflect the 
isolation of the artist in a society in which money values are 
paramount and which esteems him no more than a flute 
player. They are in part religious, for the fatality of orig- 
inal sin haunts Faulkner as it did Ms truest predecessor, 
Hawthorne. O'Neill revives the Catholic doctrine of man's 
guilt and Jeffers the wailing of the Jewish prophets upon 
the vanity of everything under the sun. The greatest Amer- 
ican poet of the century, Hart Crane, was driven to suicide. 
Henry Miller, with all his obscene eroticism, is very remote 
from any cheerful enjoyment of life; his torrent of words 
hardly conceals an abyss of inner emptiness. 

But this tragic obsession of American writers is to be ex- 
plained chiefly by their acute perception of the gulf which 
divides man's power to transform the world through science 
and technology and his powerlessness to change himself. 
A similar gulf lies gaping between man's proud assertion of 
his freedom and his bondage to the fatalities that flesh is 
heir to. His official philosophy bids the American citizen to 
practice the pursuit of happiness, and as soon as he stops 
working he is oppressed by boredom and must imbibe a few 
cocktails so as to endure his leisure hours. He claims to live 
without tragedy, and he is driven to seek substitutes for 
tragedy in drinks, sex, or murder stories. He stares several 
times a day at advertisements which proclaim that women 
are lovely, pink-cheeked creatures, with immaculately 
waved hair and alluring silk stockings, intent upon wel- 
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coming husbands in the cleanest of modern homes and 
no literature is more deeply obsessed than his by misunder- 
standing and antagonism between the sexes. Seldom has 
woman been hated, in fiction or drama, and love been 
reviled as it has been in Desire Under the Elms, Tamar, 
Men Without Women, Miss Lonelyhearts* 

But this pessimism is virile. It is probably the deep mani- 
festation of the influence which movies have had upon 
American letters. Through the shallow conventionality of 
its films, their sickening happy endings, their fear of the 
realities of life, Hollywood has driven many of the best 
American writers to emphasize what the screen has left un- 
said: the seamy but authentic and robust aspects of modern 
life. In so doing, American novelists have provided the 
psychological life of the country with a healthy outlet. 
They have been led to eschew sentimentality and to reach 
for great subjects. Their pessimism and violence conceal a 
virile quality of warm humanity. Foreign observers have 
seen it perhaps more acutely than many Americans. The 
critic of a French weekly, Action, wrote on October 6, 
1944: "The American novel is well suited to teach us the 
road to a healthy, powerful literature which finds, in a 
broad contact with the world, essential reasons for faith in 
itself ." Others lauded plays drawn from American novels 
and acted with phenomenal success in Paris, Of Mice and 
Men, As I Lay Dying , because their humanity had helped 
them live through the darkest days of the war and the 
postwar years. J. P. Sartre, who is the influential prophet of 
a new French generation, paid a debt of gratitude when he 
declared in 1946: 

The greatest literary development in France between 1929 
and 1939 was the discovery of Faulkner, Dos Passos, Heming- 
way, Caldwell, Steinbeck. ... To writers of my generation, 
the publication of "The 42nd Parallel," "Light in August," 
"Farewell to Arms" effected a revolution similar to the one 
produced fifteen years earlier in Europe by the "Ulysses" of 
Joyce. 
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THE PHRASE "NATIONAL PRESTIGE" is not one which 
scholars pronounce with special alacrity. The very name 
of Humanities has always implied the transcending of ra- 
cial, national and linguistic barriers so as not to leave out 
"anything that is human." And if modesty did not always 
characterize the Renaissance humanists, inebriated by their 
newly discovered knowledge and by their superiority over 
the '^profanum vulgus," modern scholars have developed a 
more sobering view of their place in a scientific and mass 
age. 

But we are all engaged today in rebuilding enlightened 
and saner international relations, and scholars have an emi- 
nent role to play in the better world that we envision. In- 
tellectuals and clerics have been occasionally guilty of be- 
trayals in several lands; but bonds once forged by German 
and French students, between Italian, Polish, Czech pro- 
fessors momentarily enslaved and their colleagues in other 
countries, between Europeans and Americans of two hemi- 
spheres have almost always outlived the changing fortunes 
of politics and war. Friendship, mutual esteem and trust 
thus established among a few are one of the rare solid foun- 
dations on which our hopes rest today. 

It is therefore, a source of disappointment to many 
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Americans to find themselves feared, occasionally hated 
and maligned, more often suspected and misrepresented 
abroad. Information and propaganda sendees are the target 
of much criticism, often unconstractive and biased. It is 
difficult to depict America, as Americans see it, to under- 
privileged foreigners without arousing their envy. It is 
equally hard for a democracy to forsake the sense for nu- 
ances and the respect for the multiple aspects of truth which 
it holds dear or to marshall its intellectuals behind some 
regimented ideas. The proper study of intelligent individ- 
uals brings them, not to universal toleration which would 
engulf all sense of values, but to the understanding even of 
stupidity. They suffer thereby. Gilbert Murray character- 
ized this dilemma of scholars and enlightened men in his 
little book on Euripides and His Age: 

In every contest that goes on between Intelligence and Stu- 
pidity, between Enlightenment and Obscurantism, the pow- 
ers of the dark have this immense advantage: they never un- 
derstand their opponents and consequently represent them as 
always wrong, always wicked, whereas the intelligent party 
generally makes an effort to understand the stupid and to 
sympathize with anything that is good or fine in their attitude. 

We may all feel momentarily powerless against bad faith 
and systematic and willful distortion of our aims. But 
greater harm is probably effected by potential friends 
whom we have failed to enlighten, by humanists abroad 
who are sincerely if mistakenly convinced that America is 
dedicated to materialistic aims and scornful of the values 
once nobly represented by Greco-Roman and West Euro- 
pean culture. Why not confess that American humanists 
and scholars have contributed to this inadequate esteem of 
their true merits? They have contributed through some 
Anglo-Saxon shyness or fear of all that may smack of elo- 
quence, through a lurking inferiority complex which many 
Americans half disguise through the bragging to which 
they are supposed to be addicted, and because they are em- 
barrassed by an excessively solemn and frigid atmosphere 
prevailing in the academies and congresses held in the Old 
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World. A more effective diffusion of scholarly journals 
abroad and a better organized representation of American 
humanists and scientists at conventions held in Europe 
seem to us two urgent tasks through which the American 
Council of Learned Societies may serve national prestige 
as well as the international interests of scholarship. 

Some of our statesmen, diplomats and businessmen are 
at present awakening to the fact that the rest of the world, 
in this sixth decade of the twentieth century, expects from 
America, not only loans and gifts of money, not only aid 
and trade, not only economic assistance, missionary ser- 
monizing and deadly weapons, but intellectual, spiritual 
and imaginative leadership. The president of a big com- 
pany, Vergil D. Reed, proclaimed at an annual convention 
of advertising agencies that his country and his profession 
had been guilty of grossly understating America's cultural 
achievement. Another big advertiser, John P. Cunning- 
ham, chided his colleagues for having neglected to stress 
the art and culture of America. In words which professors 
had not in the past been accustomed to hear from business- 
men, he added, as reported on the financial page of the New 
York Times on April 25, 1953: 

Only yesterday we were cast in the role of world leader. The 
success of that leadership will depend largely upon a proper 
balance between material and non-material values. Frankly, 
it will be largely a problem of the wealthiest country in the 
world learning to win the respect and cooperation of the less 
fortunate nations who are sensitive, resentful and afraid. Ideas 
and not commodities, understanding and not dollars, culture 
and not boastful materialism, must be our means of leading. 

True enough, the world at large still entertains an idea of 
American universities which, if it may have been valid a 
few generations ago, is no longer a correct one today. Even 
a respectable number of Nobel prizes won by Americans 
and the voluntary migration of many European scholars, 
scientists and students to the universities of this country 
have failed to dispel the assumptions of many Europeans 
and Asiatics. Those assumptions could be formulated thus: 
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1 ) The American mind is oriented toward the praxis 
but ignores or neglects pure science, theory (in the Platonic 
sense of contemplation as well as in the usual English ac- 
ceptation ) , all that is disinterested research and speculation 
not immediately convertible into profitable uses. 

2) Americans are solely concerned with the present, 
understood in a narrow fashion, and scornful of the past. 
They have evolved a new, and not altogether admirable, 
type of man, the one whom Ortega y Gasset defined as "a 
civilized man without traditions" or whom Arnold Toyn- 
bee might have characterized as "homo occidental me- 
chanicus neo-barbanis." A thoughtful and influential 
French-Swiss critic, Albert Beguin, in a severe article pub- 
lished in the Catholic review Esprit in June 1951, charged 
America with being afraid of the past, hostile to memory, 
hence devoid of roots and of psychological stability, 
incapable of sympathizing with Europe. 

3) America is consequently untouched by the beauty 
accumulated through the ages in other parts of the world, 
undismayed by the prospect of having to destroy through 
atomic bombing all that makes life worth living for Euro- 
peans and Asiatics. Many go one step further and vent their 
suspicion of an imperialist America, bent upon preparing 
for war and lightheartedly resigned to atomize whole prov- 
inces elsewhere and, in Tacitus' tragic phrase, "to establish 
a desert and call it peace." What else can be expected from 
a nation of mechanics, concentrating on know-how, bull- 
dozers and gadgets but dehumanized and conditioned for 
television scripts? 

It should be easy to retort to the first charge that Plato 
and Aristotle count today more readers in American col- 
leges than in any others, that pure scientific speculation is 
fostered and financed in this country, that philosophi- 
cal, nay, metaphysical and "phenomenologicaP research 
flourishes in this country, that Alfred North Whitehead, 
Henri Focillon, Ernst Cassirer, Jacques Maritain and oth- 
ers have found in America a congenial environment for 
their philosophical thinking. Their readers and followers, 
in "pragmatic" America, have been legion. 
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The critics of American civilization might likewise be re- 
minded of the immense role which history occupies in the 
curriculum of this country. Few other subjects attract a 
larger number of "majors.' 1 Courses in the Humanities or 
in the great books are fast becoming a feature of higher 
education. Classical civilization and an ardent and vivid ad- 
miration for the ancient works in translation have in many 
places been successfully substituted for the dwindling 
study of the ancient languages. If the Greco-Roman per- 
spective is broadened and if ethnology and anthropology 
have made us aware of the humanistic values contained in 
Asiatic cultures, in Negro and pre-Columbian art, in 
Islamic and Slavic books, we need not blush at our attempts 
to make our new humanism flexible and comprehensive. 
Our notion of man can no longer be that of a Mediter- 
ranean or even of a Renaissance humanist. 

Nietzsche proposed in a famous "Consideration" that 
"memento vivere" be substituted for the "memento mori" 
which knelled through too much western history. A living 
humanistic scholarship may well be one which helps us live, 
while studying the past. Some Americans may indeed suffer 
from a one-track mind or be swayed by a gregarious instinct 
which prevents them from envisaging a possible peace 
while forced to prepare for war. But the compatriots of 
Napoleon, of Frederick the Second and Hitler often evince 
a short memory when systematically upbraiding the de- 
scendants of Washington and Jefferson. 

The truth is that among the disciplines most promi- 
nently and most brilliantly studied in this country, are eco- 
nomic and social sciences, psychology, ethics, but also art 
history, anthropology, prehistory and medieval history, 
archeology, linguistics, oriental studies, history of science, 
literatures, literary criticism, and several others. That 
some of the journals published by the practitioners of those 
disciplines are today the most solid and the most alive to 
appear anywhere, and that their merits are not due to lavish 
financial means, but to the diligence and devotion of their 
editors, authors and readers. Indeed, parallel foreign re- 
views, assisted by their governments, often do not have to 
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go through the financial agonies of American magazines, 
niggardly supported, if ever, by foundations. It is regret- 
table that articles, often disparaging foreign nations and 
hardly fair to the latent virtues of American culture, which 
appear in some weeklies in New York, should be immedi- 
ately reproduced, magnified and misunderstood in Euro- 
pean magazines. At the same time, foreign scholars, edu- 
cators, engineers, writers clamor in vain for scientific 
and literary periodicals from our institutions of learning. 
Our information services have made the sad mistake of 
stressing the figures of production and the comfort of 
American life as presented in magazine advertising: but 
the rest of the world is not necessarily eager to adopt 
those dubious benefits of modern life. Respect for culture, 
attention to the pronouncements of a man of letters promi- 
nently displayed in French or Spanish newspapers, admira- 
tion for the dicta of a Herr Professor characterize, for bet- 
ter or for worse, the countries which are outside the 
Anglo-Saxon tradition. American literature has since 1930 
had such an impact upon other literatures, not because it 
depicted violence, gloom and rebellion, but because it pre- 
sented America as its cinema and its propaganda seldom 
did: courageous, virile, facing the tragedy of life starkly 
and spurning shallow and conventional optimism. Intel- 
lectuals in Europe, the Near East and South America are 
still the most influential group in the world; they deserve to 
be given the means to appraise, and probably to esteem, all 
that is being done by the scholars and writers of this coun- 
try. No investment today would be more profitable than the 
diffusion, through the American Council of Learned So- 
cieties and through our foundations, of American spe- 
cialized journals in the sciences and the humanities. 

The rest of the world wonders today at the apparent lack 
of attention devoted by American officials and cultural 
groups to spreading abroad their better scholarly, scientific 
and literary publications. For various reasons, among 
which no doubt is the lesser influence of the so-called mass 
media over there, the serious reading public in Western 
Europe seems to be considerably larger than in this country. 
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England, France and Germany, each with less than a third 
of the population of the United States, publish at least as 
many books per annum as we do in this country, and rela- 
tively more books are of a serious nature. Until quite re- 
cently the lack of dollars, the unhealthy state of transat- 
lantic trade, and consequent stringent government controls 
have made it extremely difficult for European publishers to 
print American books in European editions. It is regrettable 
that the damage inflicted on the cultural prestige of Amer- 
ica by our vast export of frequently inferior films is not 
offset, as it might be, by the diffusion of our better pub- 
lished works abroad. More attention brought to this prob- 
lem might at least avail to counteract the unfortunate effect 
of some of our exports of films and magazines. 

It would seem vital to enable the United States today to 
make solid friends abroad and reach that very element in 
foreign countries whose support is most needed through 
devising some mechanism to publish (in translation if nec- 
essary) some of the finer books and periodicals that are at 
present being turned out by American publishers. There is 
no more effective way of combatting the European view 
that the genius and the achievements of the United States 
lie purely in the realm of the mechanical and the practical. 
Deeds speak louder than words: the publication abroad of 
a few of our better books and periodicals would be worth 
an incalculable amount of Voice of America broadcasts 
averring that we are cultured. It should be comparatively 
easy to link in the small financing operation involved in sub- 
sidizing translations, where needed, through using on the 
spot the counterpart funds accumulated by America. The 
U. S. Government has in the past few years provided 
some dollar funds for the purchase of books and periodicals, 
the Informational Media Guarantee, but this is almost ex- 
hausted. It should not be beyond the wit of Americans to 
find some way of arranging royalty payments in American 
money. 

An eminent candidate for high office declared in the 
autumn of 1952 that we also needed free enterprise for the 
mind. Such free enterprise must clearly spread to the ex- 
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change of data, of hypotheses, of fertilizing talks on meth- 
ods and results with the scientists and scholars of other 
countries. There again, Americans have failed thus far. 
Very few of them have played their part worthily at conven- 
tions of learned and scientific societies held abroad, and 
such meetings have offered the best opportunity to gain the 
intellectual prestige to which America is rightfully entitled. 
Some of the reasons for that serious American failure may 
be enumerated and perhaps corrected: 

In most countries such academic or scholarly representa- 
tion is usually supported by government funds. Even in 
countries which lately depended upon American assistance 
to balance their budgets, such funds were never lacking, 
and the top experts and scholars were often selected, with- 
out any political interference, by governmental authorities. 
Not so in the United States where neither the federal gov- 
ernment nor the universities could or would attend to send- 
ing the most competent delegations to cultural or scholarly 
congresses of musicologists, archeologists, psychologists or 
criminologists. As a result, American representatives often 
made an indifferent impression; their embassies and con- 
sulates did not care to vie with European embassies in 
evincing respect to scholars from American and other coun- 
tries; they rather feared that if they did so they would be 
branded by Congressional inquiries as leaning dangerously 
to the support of that dangerous and alien thing, culture. 
European scholars often thought America slighted them by 
sending only third-rate professors into their midst. Once 
again, the best scholarly representation could only be se- 
lected wisely by an impartial and competent nongovern- 
mental organization supported for that purpose by the foun- 
dations. 

American scholars are individualists and the chief fea- 
tures of American academic life, as opposed to that of Con- 
tinental Europe, are probably its heterogenity and its 
contradictory variety. It would be preposterous for any 
agency to attempt to brief scholars before they go abroad 
or to convert them into solemn ambassadors of culture. 
Polonius' advice to Laertes leaving for France remains 
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the only apt motto for all self-respecting envoys: To thine 
own self be true. But we would offer that, behind some sus- 
picious diffidence and some occasional dismay at the cordial 
ebullience of Americans, behind some envy and some lin- 
gering conviction in the Old World that there alone has a 
cultural tradition persisted, many European scientists and 
scholars expect Americans to be themselves; that is to say, 
to bring to international congresses youthfulness, new 
ideas, thinking unfettered by hierarchies and conven- 
tionality, in a word, leadership. American intellectual lead- 
ers abroad should not play at adopting the impeccable rules 
of etiquette dear to some nations, the solemnity and pomp 
prevailing in some academic gatherings, not even at being 
experts on vintage or on a French sauce at one of the elab- 
orate banquets which are the condiments of scholarly gath- 
erings. If they do not disappoint those foreign colleagues 
who will be expecting from them intellectual energy, a fresh 
approach, some freedom from the nationalistic prejudices 
which have long beset other nations, a dynamic courage in 
breaking down age-old barriers and in converting thought 
into action, they will have played their part worthily. 

But the chief means for representing America worthily 
abroad and for dispelling the current conviction of many 
foreigners that this country wishes to control them or to 
preach to them is a better knowledge of foreign languages 
among our intellectuals. English should and perhaps will 
be someday an international language eagerly spoken 
everywhere. But that time has not yet come and meanwhile 
the surest way to arouse suspicions of economic and cul- 
tural imperialism is to refuse to speak at least one other im- 
portant foreign language. 

Americans have taken refuge in the easy but paralyzing 
assumption -totally groundless, in fact that they are not 
gifted for languages and are not conditioned to such a 
study by geography. They have been afflicted with shyness 
when confronted by the need to master another tongue and 
have cultivated inhibitions which a little courage would 
soon dispel. American scientists, scholars, and diplomats 
have thus done incalculable damage to the prestige of their 
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country abroad, through their placid assumption that every- 
one else should understand English. They have spread the 
impression that they were bullying sensitive nations which 
had to be wooed. They have offset many of the beneficial 
results which their generosity and their kindhearted spirit 
of cooperation should otherwise have produced and aroused 
suspicion and ill-will. 

Worse still, they have tended toward provincialism at a 
time when their "manifest destiny" launched them toward 
universality and a better understanding of other nations. 
European visitors to these shores frequently voice their sur- 
prise at the blinkers with which American men of science 
and scholarship seem to shut themselves off from what is 
produced abroad in their fields. The peril of complacent 
provincialism is indeed a real one in this country at the 
present time. Many American professors of economics, so- 
ciology, history, philosophy have to depend upon their 
foreign-born colleagues, recently migrated from the Old 
World, for information on what is accomplished and pub- 
lished in their field in France or Germany, or in Central and 
Southern European countries which are often interpreted 
first by France or by Germany. The first tool of the Amer- 
ican intellectual, who will be increasingly called upon to 
travel and to represent his country and his domain of study 
abroad, is a mastery of at least one foreign language, hence 
the ability to be understood by others more securely be- 
cause one will first have attempted to understand them. 



The Need Jor Language Study 

in America Today 



OBSERVERS OF AMERICA have often remarked on the 
need for perpetual change which seems to beset Amer- 
ican education. Some have praised it as an aspect of the 
soul-searching and even of the breast-beating which should 
characterize a religious and moral country and especially 
the members of the most self -critical of all professions. 
Others have derided it as a symptom of feverish instability 
and of the immature pursuit of gadgets and new recipes. 
The truth is that no country prizes education more dearly 
than does America. No country cherishes its youth more 
fondly, none has been more anxious to do right by it and to 
live up to its faith in progress through making education 
progressive. Some of the aims pursued may have been na- 
ively defined, but they were noble aims: to bring knowl- 
edge within the reach of all and make education demo- 
cratic, at the risk of levelling down and of untold waste; 
to bring knowledge to bear upon life and to stress the prac- 
tical and immediate benefits which may accrue from "a 
little learning"; thus to change the lot of the common man 
and increase the sum of happiness in the Western hemi- 
sphere. 

Yet such worthy ideals have not been attained, if and 
when they have been, without corresponding losses. The 
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loss to the traditional humanities has been grievous, and 
grievously mourned. The liberal and even the practical 
value of the subjects which replaced ancient languages has 
indeed been doubtful. The fourth and fifth decades of the 
present century then witnessed a concerted onslaught on 
the modern humanities: living languages and literatures. 
Attackers were undaunted by the contemplation of the 
shrunken world around them and by the obvious myriad 
links which new media of communication and the foreign 
entanglements thrust upon America had woven all around 
them. They were and are men of earnest zeal who claim 
that they have aligned many disinterested arguments 
against the study of language and that a new deal favoring 
other subjects is overdue. 

We are convinced that they are misguided and that 
their sincere but hasty and perhaps unenlightened cru- 
saders 1 campaign for new subjects replacing modern lan- 
guages has not served American education, American de- 
mocracy, and America's urgent need to understand the rest 
of the world better and to be better understood by it. We 
wish to state our reasons candidly in writing, at the request 
of numerous persons who have heard us do so orally. 

The first duty of a teacher is to see his subject as part 
of a larger whole and never to lose sight of the aims of edu- 
cation in general, while contributing to a small province of 
it to the best of his ability. The aims of education as we see 
them may be briefly defined thus: ( 1 ) To know, assimilate 
and hand down in turn to our successors the best and the 
living in the legacy of the past. (2) To understand the 
present or, as Matthew Arnold once put it, defining the 
ideal of the French pupil in schools which he had just vis- 
ited, "to understand himself and the world." (3) To pre- 
pare for the future imaginatively and with flexibility 
blended with essential steadiness of purpose. (4) To pre- 
pare for democratic life and for cooperation in an ever- 
shrinking world, it being understood that true democracy is 
not averse to wise and selective leadership. 

Are we worthy of such a lofty program? Three trends 
have lately been discernible in education which may well 
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cause some disquietude. The first led many persons to ad- 
vocate a clean break with the past: the world has changed, 
they said, with the industrial revolutions and the machine 
age; let us therefore give up the old subjects history, phi- 
losophy, the classics, modern languages and concentrate 
upon the state of the world in the last few years. The 
second tendency rested on a false interpretation of democ- 
racy as freedom unlimited, many rights but very few duties, 
the discarding of grades and a taboo on the hated word 
"discipline." "Why not banish genders, declensions, sub- 
junctives and other such un-American paraphernalia, un- 
wanted in our streamlined age?" And again: "This is a free 
country. Let me elect any subject I like, home economics 
rather than French, personal hygiene instead of calculus, 
and in the place of English composition, I shall take a 
course on marriage problems and thus learn how to choose a 
wife." Alas! never have there been more divorces than 
since courses in marriage problems were established. Let 
us hope at least that graduates from such seminars have 
mastered the art of making their successive marriages more 
and more delightful. 

A third fallacy led many people around us to say: "We 
live in a social age and should be prepared for our place in 
it. Social studies must provide the best means to such an 
end. It is selfish escapism to read Virgil or Goethe by the 
fireside, or to listen to Beethoven in solitary enjoyment. Let 
us learn about the 'mores' of our fellow beings, and even 
read gravely about their sexual behavior, thus become well- 
adjusted, react properly to stimuli, practice community 
thinking and develop into good citizens." 

It would be an insult to the best in American education 
to waste time in refuting such ludicrous fallacies. We 
shall only attempt to do so insofar as they aif ect the study of 
languages and list the arguments which have been most 
widely and most loudly heard lately. It is natural that from 
time to time new subjects should come into existence or into 
favor and should crowd some of the time-honored and pre- 
viously triumphant subjects out of a curriculum. The- 
ology, ancient languages and rhetoric once ruled supreme. 
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Modern foreign languages themselves were granted an 
honorable place in American universities rather late. Nat- 
ural sciences then loomed so large in significance that 
they encroached on mathematics and the older disci- 
plines. 

The trend of our age is toward the collective, toward the 
links binding men no longer, as in religion, in a vertical 
transcendence to some higher power, but horizontally, with 
other men in the same community or society. No sane 
teacher of languages bears any grudge against the social 
sciences as such. They have accomplished much already. 
They are here to stay. They will perfect their instruments 
as they develop further, slough off some of their youthful 
fascination with quantitative measurements and their 
naive aping of the methods of the natural sciences. They 
will grant more room to the past and to the historical proc- 
esses. Let us even hope that their practitioners may dis- 
cover the advantages of simple, elegant, unpedantic writ- 
ing. Those who call themselves humanists and who have 
long enjoyed the liberating and maturing influence of the 
study of literature should be broad-minded enough to ac- 
knowledge what is valid in the claims of the social sciences 
and to cooperate intelligently with the devotees of those 
younger disciplines. Condescension and scorn have never 
been worthy of those who should be living examples of the 
refining and broadening influence of their chosen calling. 
Teachers of languages and literatures have much to learn 
from friendly contact with their "social" colleagues. In- 
deed is not language itself one of the primary social phe- 
nomena, and the mirror to much that lies deepest in the soul 
of a people? And if there has been crude naivete at times in 
the use by social scientists of literature purely as a social 
document, it is none the less true that literature, subtly and 
indirectly interpreted, has much to reveal on a given so- 
ciety. It has, ever since Zola and even earlier, set itself as a 
goal the observation and imaginative recreation of social 
forces. 

Let us admit that we have occasionally been complacent 
in trusting that our field of study would automatically re- 
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tain its full appeal in a mass civilization and an age which 
often misunderstands the true meaning of democracy as ap- 
plied to education. Let us inform ourselves on the social 
factors in modern life on which our colleagues are placing 
a new emphasis. Let us buttress some of our assertions 
with facts, surveys, percentages, and use tests intelligently 
where they can be useful. Let us develop "area" courses 
and even resign ourselves to calling them by such a bar- 
baric name, if the word civilization horrifies our colleagues. 
Above all, let us borrow from the social scientists then- 
fresh zeal for their subject and their enthusiastic and eager 
ambition. More teachers of language and literature should 
come out of their shells or shake off their shy reserve. They 
should display their knowledge of problems of education, 
of the needs of society, of their place and that of their stu- 
dents in the contemporary world, claim a share in adult 
education and help enlighten their community. More of 
them should thus, through proving alert and energetic per- 
sonalities, accede to the positions of school principals, com- 
missioners of education, State Department cultural officials, 
deans, presidents, advisers to the Foundations. After all, 
great American institutions, from Harvard to Chicago and 
from Johns Hopkins to Yale were not inefficiently run when 
their presidents were men with lofty ideals and strong per- 
sonalities, whose fields of specialization had been Hebrew, 
Greek or Latin. 

In a word, there is no such thing as a traditional subject, 
and social anthropologists are the first to acknowledge that 
a break with the past entails serious consequences for a cul- 
ture. It cuts off young people from their parents and grand- 
parents, it uproots them and makes them alien to a treasure 
of folklore, of mythological, biblical, classical allusions 
which cripples them for life. But there are teachers viewing 
their own fields in a timid traditionalist way, paralyzed by 
an excessive refinement or by a critical spirit which keeps 
them from propagating their faith in their subject and in 
the values which it embodies. The word imperialism has 
ugly connotations. Yet all that expands and robustly dis- 
plays its growing and youthful strength is imperialistic. If 
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believers in the value of languages allow others to push 
their subject to the fringe of the curriculum without fight- 
ing back energetically as well as intelligently, they will soon 
find themselves expelled altogether. 

The opposition which one is forced to establish in our 
time between the ancient languages and the modern foreign 
languages is an invidious and regrettable one. We side with 
those who believe that our culture and the training of many 
minds have grievously suffered from the almost general 
elimination of Greek and Latin from our course of studies. 
Scientists like Descartes, Newton, Lavoisier, Claude 
Bernard, Henri Poincare were no less inventive and no less 
precocious for having been steeped in the classical lan- 
guages. Statesmen and diplomats were in no way less well 
trained than today for having pondered over Thucydides 
and Sallustius. The thought of children of the last century 
rapturously engrossed in Virgil, as Michelet and Hugo 
were, or steeped in the Bible on Sunday mornings, as they 
were in Great Britain, may well arouse fond regrets in 
parents who today watch their offspring, on Sabbath day, 
rapt in comic strips. 

Most severe of all is perhaps the loss to our democratic 
ideals. It was not American, British, or French history, but 
ancient history and oratory that long nurtured the faith of 
the great leaders of the West: Pericles' celebrated oration 
in the second book of Thucydides, Demosthenes' Philippics, 
Cicero's pleadings against the foes of the republic, even 
Horace's verse on "pro patria morP and Livy's narra- 
tives, read at a receptive age, have molded the devotion to 
their country of many French, American, and British 
patriots who worked, and died in some cases, for their coun- 
try. From Jefferson, Rousseau, Burke, the leaders of the 
French Revolution, to Gladstone, Balfour and Churchill, to 
Jaures, Herriot, and Blum, great statesmen had vivified 
their patriotism and their democratic idealism through long 
familiarity with those ancient writers whom the poet Yeats 
called somewhere <c the builders of his soul." 

But the role once played by the classics can be assumed 
by the modern languages. In some respects indeed, that 
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role can be filled even better. For Latin literature, as the 
literature which was long exclusively taught to children, 
suffered from a regrettable gap: there is no first-rate chil- 
dren's literature in Latin, if one excepts very minor works 
such as Aulus Gellius' Attic Nights or Apuleius' enter- 
taining fantasy. Greece had the Odyssey and Herodotus; 
Spain had Don Quixote, Germany many fairy tales and 
charming blendings of "poetry and truth" by Goethe or 
Eichendorff; France has a treasure of medieval tales, 
Rabelais' giants, La Fontaine's animals, Alexander 
Dumas, Hugo, Daudet, Anatole France, Saint-Exupery. If 
languages are to be started, as they should be, at an early 
age, it is essential that some reading of true quality be done 
then which trains children to pass from the easier and the 
familiar to the more abstract and the more remote. 

But the practice of Greek and Latin texts used to fill an- 
other purpose in education, and their gradual disappear- 
ance has left a worse vacuum. Translating a Greek text and 
analyzing its verbs, its particles, its subtle syntax, con- 
struing a Latin sentence and unraveling its meaning used to 
teach boys to grapple with difficulty. They were then pro- 
tected from the naive illusion which deceives persons who 
have never learned a second language: the illusion that they 
naturally understand all that is written in their own 
tongue. Many literate persons among us and even some 
who are called cultured have lost the habit and the desire to 
make any effort when confronted with a difficult text be it 
the report of a company official, the articles of some inter- 
national agreement or of a contract. Reading anything but 
a synopsis prepared by their secretary, headlines of news- 
papers, or comics, seems to make their heads dizzy. 

Yet reading is, and should be, an active pursuit. Joyce, 
Kafka, T. S. Eliot, Faulkner, Proust, require some effort 
on our part. Such effort will be granted willingly by him 
who read Thucydides or Tacitus, Pascal or Cervantes while 
in college. His teeth were hardened by some of the tough 
nuts that he had to crack, and the ensuing reward justified 
the effort. A person who has never attempted to decipher 
any language but his own naively assumes that he knows 
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his own, and that Shakespeare, Meredith, Melville are Ms 
by birthright. He does not bring an active and imaginative 
attitude to his reading. How can he successfully tackle the 
perusal of his daily paper? With their cryptic headlines, 
their prodigality of news, often contradictory and cut up at 
intervals of ten or twenty pages, their distracting pictures 
of seductive feminine clothing and unclothing, American 
newspapers certainly demand from us that we exercise an 
acute critical spirit if we are to read between their lines and 
to decipher the purport of their headlines. Their readers 
are indeed asked to make some order out of calculated 
chaos. Mallarme or Rilke are hardly less strenuous and 
rather more rewarding. 

An eminent American scholar, Henry Grattan Doyle, has 
disposed once and for all of the fallacy that all good things 
written abroad come out in translations and make the learn- 
ing of foreign languages an unnecessary bother. ('Will 
Translations Suffice," Language Leaflets, No. 10 (1940), 
the George Washington University) Alas! there is no "once 
and for all" in these matters and lies obstinately repeated 
need obstinately repeated disproving. 

It is not true that all that is good is translated. In poetry 
it is manifestly untrue. In criticism, philosophy, history, 
it is hardly less untrue. In science, we have abstracts which 
are only incitements to go to the full text and to follow the 
full demonstration if the original is in French or German 
(or even in one of the Romance languages for which French 
is helpful or in a Germanic or Scandinavian language which 
German may help decipher) . The liveliest part of scientific, 
social and even of literary scholarship today is to be found 
in periodicals. Unless a scholar, a scientist, an educator, a 
business man is able to leaf through foreign periodicals in 
one or two languages at least, he loses much; indeed he 
loses that precisely which marks people who are likely to 
go to the top in their profession, through richer information 
and a broader perspective than their average colleague. A 
man who claims to be well-informed on world problems to- 
day, economic, political, diplomatic, cannot substantiate 
such a claim unless he reads the periodical press of at least 
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one other non-English speaking country. The best-informed 
American press often appears provincial to the reader who 
is able to supplement it with weeklies or monthlies of an- 
other country; for those see us as only others can do and en- 
lighten us on ourselves as well as upon others. An American 
traveler in Europe who can only receive his news from the 
American newspaper published in Paris for traveling 
Americans can never hope to understand continental coun- 
tries from the inside. Indeed he might well have stayed at 
home from the start, if his trip was meant at all to bring him 
any insight into foreign lands. 

It would be easy to prove once again that translations are 
woefully inadequate and fail to convey the affective and the 
racy connotations of works in the original, the peculiar sub- 
tlety of the syntax of the foreign idiom. Nevertheless, not 
many educated persons will tackle the Greek or the Latin 
original when the translation is available; but the few 
whose classical training was once thorough may at least 
check or supplement the translation by a glance at the orig- 
inal and enforce their enjoyment tenfold thereby. Not 
many persons will master Russian, Chinese or Dutch in or- 
der to relish the untranslatable quality of those languages. 
But most of our graduate schools have resorted to the 
reasonable solution of demanding two foreign languages, 
usually French and German. With some knowledge, even 
perfunctory, of those two idioms, an intelligent person will 
easily have access to a body of technical writing and of 
literature three times more ample than the one in his native 
language. He will enjoy an opportunity to read translations 
into either French or German from other languages, and 
not pass for a cultural imperialist or appear as a shy cripple 
in international conventions where English is often not the 
chief language used. 

Through a strange inequality of treatment, foreign lan- 
guages have lately been the target of those who contend 
that if a subject once studied has been forgotten that study 
has proved vain. They apparently repudiate with horror the 
famous definition of culture as that which remains in us 
once everything has been forgotten. Their motto might well 
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be the pragmatic line in Fausfs soliloquy which con- 
demns as a heavy burden that which one does not utilize: 
"Was man nictit niitzt, ist eine schwere Last." They do 
not, however, blame themselves for not using the tools 
which their teachers took pains to have them acquire. 

The argument that languages might well be thrown 
overboard because they are not used by many is a very falla- 
cious one. By the same reasoning, do we use algebra, 
trigonometry, the rule of three, or even our once laboriously 
acquired knowledge of the multiplication tables or of the 
art of adding, subtracting and dividing? Do we retain a 
much clearer memory of English irregular verbs or of the 
spelling of our own language than we do of the French or 
Spanish grammar we once learned? Are we much more 
precise in our knowledge of English literature, of geology 
or botany, of astronomy or of physics, than we are in our 
enduring familiarity with the rudiments of a foreign 
tongue? Let us not mention, for it would be cruel, the very 
slight imprint which lessons of ethics, of civics and even of 
politeness, once dutifully absorbed, seem to have left on 
not a few of our mature fellow citizens. The knowledge of 
what was once absorbed need not remain present in our 
minds, which would then be painfully cluttered up with no- 
tions not immediately relevant to the hour being lived or to 
the problem being faced. But it may well stay, latently or 
subconsciously buried within ourselves, and leave us with a 
capacity to reacquire, when the need arises, what was once 
possessed. The word possessed, however, is hardly appo- 
site, if the language was only studied perfunctorily for two 
brief years or if it was started too late, in persons already 
afflicted with inhibitions and closed to the appeal of exotic 
foreignness. 

"Inferiority complex" seems to have become a typically 
American phrase, applied by Americans to themselves. 
The dislike for languages in many of them is nothing but a 
manifestation of that inferiority complex. 4C We as a nation 
are not gifted for languages" is a phrase heard daily by 
foreigners entertained in this country. Those who pro- 
nounce it excuse it by the geographical argument that con- 
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tact with foreigners is not a frequent occurrence for those 
who live in the heartland of the North American continent. 
But the excuse is a ludicrously poor one in the present cen- 
tury and might well be left to the Russians, who do live 
imprisoned in a wide continent, meet few foreigners, and 
yet study and know languages. Natives of Illinois and of 
Kansas are liable to meet foreigners any day in their own 
state, in their college life, in their business trips, and few 
are those among the more successful ones among them who 
will not be called upon to travel abroad several times in 
their lives. 

But the grievous truth is that many Americans have 
succeeded in convincing themselves that their minds are too 
sluggish, their tongues too slow, their reflexes too tardy to 
enable them to speak any languages but their own. Such a 
self-disparaging complex is, however, totally unfounded. 
Our conviction, based upon experience, is that far more 
Americans succeed in speaking excellent French than do 
Spaniards, Englishmen and even Italians. When languages 
are taught orally, efficiently, and long enough, as they are 
in a number of private schools in America (and in a much 
larger number of high schools than many Americans, too 
apologetic about their high school system, realize), boys 
and girls achieve a mastery which might well put many 
European teen agers to shame. It would take nothing but 
more confidence in themselves on the part of Americans, a 
little more effort on the part of pupils and teachers alike, 
and a firmer conviction that work is better and more nat- 
ural for young people than laziness and even than play, 
actually to turn Americans into what they potentially are: 
next to the Slavs, the best linguists in the world. 

But another prejudice must once and for all be de- 
molished: the study of languages and of literatures is a 
difficult and a very masculine subject indeed, and not at all 
one which should be left to girls along with music and sew- 
ing, while "males" concentrate on engineering, accounting, 
marketing, compiling Kinseyan statistics. Young Ameri- 
can men are the shyest of all creatures and label "feminine" 
what is both alluring but mysterious and difficult, for a 
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foreign language requires more alertness of mind and more 
feeling for nuances than figures and quantitative statements 
and logically deduced but totally unconvincing assertions. 
The true courage, indeed, lies in facing those half-truths 
and imponderable but all-important values by which the 
world is in fact led and those shades of significance on 
which most problems hinge. "II n'y a de verite que dans 
les nuances," Benjamin Constant wisely remarked. The 
evasion of what they have termed "feminine" has not pre- 
vented American men from being what they are and prob- 
ably should be: sensitive, emotional creatures, quick to lis- 
ten to the promptings of their emotions and to respond to 
sympathies and dislikes, to unreasoned fears and to enthusi- 
astic "fads." 

It Is moreover patently absurd to allow college boys to 
believe that Franklin and Jefferson and other founders 
of this country were effeminate because they spoke French 
and had read Voltaire and Rousseau; or to imply that 
Roosevelt and Churchill were not real cc men" because they 
repeatedly addressed the French in the French language, 
made more savory by the spice of a Harrow or of a Groton 
accent. Indeed, the study of languages Is both difficult and 
rewarding, like all that is worth while in this world. For- 
saking it or banishing it in schools because It is not easy is 
profoundly un-American, and unworthy of the youth of 
this country, which usually does not admit to being licked 
without putting up a fight. The knowledge of foreign lan- 
guages affords a key to the reading of Dante, Cervantes, 
Pascal, Goethe, Balzac, Dostoevsky: are these enervating 
and softening influences? There is no better ordeal by 
fire than such reading, no saner lesson of clear-sightedness 
and of Intellectual courage, no safer antidote to the rosy 
delusions and effeminate falsifications of life offered by the 
movies and the slick magazines. 

Indeed, It should be left to a psychiatrist to diagnose 
some of the motives and fears which lurk behind the aver- 
sion of many Americans to foreign languages. It is our be- 
lief that in many cases Americans are being swayed by an 
unconscious immigrants' complex. They remember their 



LIFE, LITERATURE, AND LEARNING IN AMERICA 

parents or grandparents, who had arrived here with the 
will to forget their "old country," yet never succeeded in 
speaking, feeling, behaving like native Americans. They 
had strived hard to cut themselves off from the traditions 
and the language of the country from which their ances- 
tors had emigrated or been expelled. Their family names 
may have remained Polish, German, Italian, Welsh. Yet 
they are now the first to find it strange that Koreans, Japa- 
nese, French and Germans should not speak with an Amer- 
ican drawl, or that Cockneys and Scots should not possess 
a Brooklyn accent. 

We would even submit that American reluctance to gen- 
eralize the study of languages is, like nationalism, racism, 
xenophobia, the sign of a deep-lying morbidity. An eminent 
Presbyterian pastor of New York, Rev. Norman Vincent 
Peale, in a book which was the best-seller in the nonfiction 
list for 1953, computed that this nation needs nineteen and 
a half million sleeping pills annually to lull it to sleep, an 
increase of one thousand per cent over fifteen years ago; 
that eleven million pounds of aspirin were sold in one single 
year, and that fifty per cent of physicians' prescriptions 
order sedatives to even more neurotic Americans. We sug- 
gest that they would go to sleep far more harmlessly and 
far more securely if only they recited to themselves the sub- 
junctive and pluperfect forms of Spanish or French, the 
rules of German construction, or if they merely made the 
effort to read or speak another language in the evening 
hours before retiring. 

One of our national diseases is said to be inhibition 
under its varied forms. The fashion has lately been to cure 
such inhibitions through painting or modeling. Every doc- 
tor, lawyer, dentist, manufacturer will gladly devote his 
Sunday to daubing and will alas! periodically invite his 
friends to admire his inhibitions translated into an exhibi- 
tion. Van Gogh, Gauguin and other martyrs of painting 
had not so easily succeeded in triumphing over their com- 
plex through intense expressionism! Less harm would be 
done to canvasses, to walls and to the eyes of the onlookers 
if those worthy professional and business men had concen- 
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trated instead on mastering a foreign tongue. Indeed few 
joys are more radiantly expressed than the satisfaction 
which beams on the faces of youngsters, and even of grown- 
ups, when they have for the first time succeeded in deliver- 
ing themselves of a correct sentence in a foreign language: 
"L'arrosoir du jardinier est sur le chapeau de ma tante" or 
"je crois que nous allons assister a une nouvelle crise 
ministerielle." Drinking, as the phrase goes, to release 
one's inhibitions, might well decrease by half in America if 
it were replaced by the strong draught of a foreign lan- 
guage successfully imbibed. 

Education is clearly a preparation for life. But such a 
statement is as broad and vague as the word "life" is con- 
fusing; the qualities which will be most needed in our lives 
as grown-ups are indeed so diverse that they remain unpre- 
dictable. The practical-minded student, who insists on 
preparing himself narrowly and exclusively for his chosen 
profession, often turns out to be the unhappiest of men. 
More ironical still, he seldom turns out to be the most suc- 
cessful in terms of material and financial rewards. In liter- 
ally thousands of grave statements, the top men in the pro- 
fessions of medicine, engineering, business, law, diplomacy 
have warned young men against narrow and premature spe- 
cialization. Some educators however insist on ignoring the 
evidence of life and the experience of those who know. 

The worship of the practical in education is a most falla- 
cious myth. Reliable statistics have informed us that sixty- 
five per cent of all jobs in the country require a training of 
only three days on the job itself. Twenty-five per cent of all 
jobs require a training of four to six months. Ten per cent 
only necessitate a training of more than six months. Even 
in the latter, the men who go to the top are almost never 
those who prepared vocationally for their profession. They 
are in the majority of cases men who first acquired experi- 
ence elsewhere, and thus gained the plasticity, the breadth, 
the imagination that a more general culture affords. The 
very best business brains in the country are not necessarily 
those of men who went through a business school. Within 
three years, many of our present business ideas will be 
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laughed at, just as our present ideas on psychology, sociol- 
ogy and physics will become hopelessly outdated in ten or 
fifteen years. The medicine of 1980 will laugh condescend- 
ingly at our present drugs and techniques. While it is good 
to be informed on the state of knowledge in our time, it is 
even better to adapt oneself readily to new knowledge, to 
be somewhat detached from the obsession of the immedi- 
ate, and thus to remain open-minded and able to face ever- 
changing conditions in an ever-changing world. 

The most important things in life, for which education 
would prepare young people better if it forgot its narrow 
concern with being "directly useful," are in truth: ( 1 ) The 
ability to express oneself, orally and in writing, which is 
pitifully disappearing in an age when even "successful busi- 
ness men" talk only in grunts and have ceased to write but 
dictate into machinery. (2) The ability to grow after one 
has left school, which is not always conspicuous in alumni 
and alumnae. An Englishman suggested that we substitute 
for the conventional "How do you do?" form of greeting, 
and for its abbreviated American monosyllabic counterpart, 
a more pithy question such as "What are you reading these 
days?" It might indeed be quite instructive, and even more 
entertaining, to listen, on a bus or in the street, to the an- 
swers which such questions would elicit. (3 ) The ability to 
see ourselves with objectivity and humor and to prove toler- 
ant enough to others, individuals, groups and nations, to un- 
derstand their ways. (4) Last but not least, the capacity to 
enjoy leisure. For, whatever our students do later in life, 
let us hope they will enjoy free hours and will know how to 
consume them pleasantly and refreshingly, listening to 
music, reading good books, understanding the plays or the 
paintings they see. No sight is more disheartening in our 
world than that of grave, staid gentlemen, hard-boiled 
salesmen, dignified matrons so stubbornly untouched by the 
landscape outside or by the sight of their fellow-sufferers 
in boredom that, as soon as they sit in the train or in their 
club, they rush to the paper, disregarding news and edi- 
torials, to devour the comic strips. At home, unable to face 
the ordeal of two hours of serene leisure, they avidly ab- 
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sorb the chewing gum for the ears provided by their radio 
program, or else turn greedily to the chewing gum for the 
eyes of some television set. They even give the name of 
relaxing to such systematic impoverishment of their mental 
and spiritual life. Those who indulge in such relaxation 
often fall a prey to nervous breakdowns or to heart failures 
before they reach their fiftieth year. 

The subject is one of tragic gravity. We are apparently 
living in the dawn of a new era. Recently discovered sources 
of energy will increase our mechanical facilities a hundred 
times and will provide us with more leisure than ever before. 
Are we going to devote that free time to listening to the 
virtues of Pepsi Cola or to devouring three detective stories 
a day, wondering childishly who killed whom, when both 
the killer and the victim never lived as creatures of flesh 
and blood in the first place? Should we not boldly recon- 
sider the underlying assumptions behind much of our edu- 
cation, and admit that, the machine builders, the engi- 
neers, the technicians of America having done wonders in 
their fields, it is time to shift the emphasis to other sub- 
jects and to reestablish a badly shaken equilibrium? The 
humanities, democratized, revitalized, modernized, and 
giving to modem languages what ancient languages have 
lost, have an important part to play in our mechanically- 
minded age. Industry and commerce tell us loudly what 
sort of men they want. Let us raise our voices and let in- 
dustry and commerce know what their real needs are. 

Our society needs languages more than ever today. A 
glance at our daily paper informs us of the thinking of our 
world and of the necessity to know about other nations 
and to have them know us better. "We must love one an- 
other, or die," wrote the poet W. H. Auden. Let us say 
that we must, at the very least, understand one another or 
perish. We are engaged today in the process of broadening 
our allegiance from one nation to a group of United Na- 
tions, soon perhaps to the world. No amount of juridical 
explanations about the UN charter, about the need to im- 
port and thus bridge the dollar gap, or the expansion of the 
Point Four program, will be of much avail if we fail to de- 
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velop a concrete and living interest in other nations as 
such: in their daily lives, in their outlooks and prejudices, 
in their exotic cc backwardness," but also in the features 
by which they are similar to us, for we have long over- 
stressed their superficial differences in our movies and in 
our textbooks. If language study were to succeed in ridding 
us of the naive and nefarious complacency stigmatized 
three hundred years ago by Pascal's aphorism, "Verite 
en deca des Pyrenees, erreur au dela," it would prove the 
most practical, indeed the most beneficent, of all the sub- 
jects studied in our schools. 

The true usefulness of language study in no way con- 
sists in our retaining a skill in the mastery of a language 
that we once learned. It lies in helping us escape from the 
temptation of provincialism and all its narrowness. Even 
more than history which has tended lately to be concerned 
with the American scene, far more than social studies 
which have tended to dwell upon the statistical study of 
Middletown or Elmstown, it is a liberating study, and 
education should be a liberation from what is base and 
narrow in ourselves, from what is too limited in our en- 
vironment. The most constricting bondage to which we are 
all prone to be willing captives is the bondage of words. 
We take it for granted a little too readily that other people 
mean the same thing as we do (without always clarifying 
what we mean ourselves ) when they use foreign equivalents 
for terms like "freedom," "democracy," "free press," "free 
enterprise," "peace," "socialism." But we are deceiving 
ourselves. UNESCO initiated in 1948 an inquiry into the 
meaning of the word democracy, to determine the different 
significance it seems to have for different peoples, even 
when those peoples enjoy a similar ethnical and cultural 
background. Such a semantic inquiry at once raises com- 
plex questions: on the relationship between political and 
economic democracy, on the necessity of parties in a democ- 
racy and of the danger that the multiplication of such par- 
ties may constitute, on the limits to be assigned to tolerance 
and freedom of speech in democracy, etc. An apparently 
unambiguous and familiar phrase such as that of the Get- 
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tysburg address, "government of the people, by the people, 
for the people," may raise several conflicts between diver- 
gent interpretations: "by the people" clearly must mean a 
few to whom the task of representing the many is dele- 
gated; but how few must the few be, and how must they 
be selected, and how are we to agree upon the interpreta- 
tion of "for the people," etc.? 

The scientist Thomas Huxley expressed it tersely when 
in 1882 he said in an address to the Liverpool Institution: 
"One of the safest ways of delivering yourself from the 
bondage of words is to know how ideas look in words to 
which you are not accustomed. That is one reason for the 
study of language." He added: "Another reason is the 
practical value of such knowledge. And yet another is this, 
that if your languages are properly chosen, from the time 
of learning the additional languages, you will know your 
own language better than you ever did." 

We make no fetish of culture as such or as it used to be 
snobbishly conceived. But we are convinced that a democ- 
racy is sliding down a perilous slope w r hen too many of its 
citizens willfully ignore what the rest of the world thinks 
of them and stubbornly refuse to re-examine its fundamen- 
tal assumptions, to interpret them to others whose coopera- 
tion we need today in America almost as much as they need 
ours. Vocational education has its limited value; but it has 
been pushed to ridiculous extremes and it has benefited em- 
ployers and industrialists far more than it has the rank and 
file of our citizens. A professor of philosophy and of educa- 
tion who worked as a laborer till the age of twenty-one and 
who gained his own education the hard way, Eduard C. 
Lindeman, remarked that industry, faced with rapid expan- 
sion, asked the public schools to accept the responsibility 
and to face the cost for the training of its workers, but sel- 
dom plowed back the profits thus made to help the adult 
education of its workmen or to assist the public school sys- 
tem. He concluded: "I do not believe that public school 
education should be primarily vocational in purpose." 
("The Goal of American Education," in Democracy's 
Challenge to Education, ed. B. Amidon, New York, 1940) 
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German history of the last twenty years clearly shows what 
dangers a nation of efficient specialists may run into, if it 
imprisons itself into provincialism, into disregard of for- 
eigners and uncritical acceptance of unworthy leaders 
blindly obeyed by the specialists in the anthill. The phi- 
losopher Bergson, long before he treated the same theme 
in his Creative Evolution, declared at the age of twenty- 
three in a speech delivered at the Lycee of Angers: "The 
inferiority of the animal lies in this: that it is a specialist. 
It does one thing to admiration: it can do nothing else. 77 
We owe it to the youth of this country to turn it into some- 
thing more than specialists or animals. 

Indeed, an intelligent conception of democracy makes it 
imperative that we restore languages for all pupils in the 
schools at an early age, merely to be true to the American 
principle of equality of opportunity. The study of modern 
language in our schools should by no means be limited, as 
a class privilege, to the fifteen per cent who are likely to go 
to college. It should be started early, before inhibitions, 
self-consciousness and shyness hamper girls and boys at 
their puberty. It should be extended to as many people as 
possible. For why should children financially, geographi- 
cally, or perhaps momentarily intellectually underprivileged 
be deprived of the opportunity of entering college some 
day, or of understanding the modern world in which Amer- 
ica is incessantly in contact with foreigners, or merely of 
enjoying their leisure hours thanks to some literary, his- 
torical or linguistic interest? 

Nothing is less truly democratic and more medieval, in 
the popular and less honorable sense lent to that adjective, 
than for school principals and school boards to decide in ad- 
vance that certain boys and girls will only be trained for 
their probable occupation and will be chained to their status 
in life; that they will in advance be shut out from the even- 
tual opportunity to go to those colleges whose graduates 
earn, it is said, the highest incomes. A report of the British 
Ministry of Education, quoted in School and Society 
(July 18, 1925), declared in a true democratic spirit: "It 
has been well said that the purpose of education is not so 
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much to prepare children for their occupations as against 
their occupations. It must develop in them the powers and 
interest that will make them the masters and not the slaves 
of their work." 

The warnings repeatedly uttered by many of the great 
scientists, inventors, physicians and business leaders of our 
time should be heeded more solemnly than the assertions of 
naive educators who, having never mastered a foreign lan- 
guage themselves, fail to see why the opportunity denied 
them should be granted others. Pasteur used to say that 
chance has much to do in one's career and in scientific dis- 
coveries, but he added that "chance favors the well-pre- 
pared mind.' 5 ' Einstein was reported as declaring: "If a 
young man has trained his muscles and his physical en- 
durance by gymnastics and walking, he will later be fitted 
for every physical work. This is also analogous to the train- 
ing of the mind." (C. A. Tonsor, Mod. Language JrnL, 
XXII~-1938-p. 408) The case for language study as 
intellectual gymnastics hardly needs arguing. But more of 
us, members of the teaching profession, should put to par- 
ent-teachers associations the question: "Is your child being 
cheated?" We should incite parents to ask their local school 
boards that their children be granted a chance to study lan- 
guages and thus receive their rightful claim to the social 
and intellectual benefits which too few are at present en- 
joying. 

If foreign language study were generalized and started 
earlier, as logically it should be, more boys and girls would 
reach college already prepared to read the works of an- 
other literature besides those written in English. In our 
modern world, it is only second class citizens who should 
be content with having only one window open upon the 
world: that of one single language, of one single literary 
tradition. Reading foreign works in the original is an ac- 
complishment which will only be reserved to a minority. 
But that minority is smaller in America than in any other 
great country, and it has lately been reduced to the defen- 
sive. A concern with objectivity, or with the appearances 
of objectivity, has led many Americans to lend their ere- 
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dence solely to quantitative data, questionnaires, charts, 
curves, statistics and percentages. Such methods are de- 
ceptive in their imitation of science. They are often mere 
pretexts for eschewing a decision. They also delude those 
who compile and use them into believing that they have 
understood the whys and the wherefores of human motives, 
while in fact they have only refused to follow the bolder 
but more constructive process of discovery in science as in 
life: namely the imaginative flash which works from ob- 
servation to induction and to a hypothesis which endows 
data with a new significance. 

The value of literature is manifold indeed: if the modern 
world remains skeptical when we say that it affords a new 
appreciation of beauty, let us not blush before the word 
pleasure. Pleasure, in its higher form, is an essential part 
of happiness. But, contrary to an unfounded prejudice, lit- 
erature, if it is broad enough to include the masterpieces 
of several cultures, may well be the most practical of all 
studies. History during the last fifty years in several coun- 
tries has proved conclusively that statesmen who had been 
trained as engineers, as scientists, even as military or busi- 
ness men, have regularly failed when they attempted to lead 
men and to deal with human affairs in which irrational and 
unpredictable factors predominate. We have ourselves 
heard physicians, lawyers and politicians declare that no 
one should attempt to go into politics who has not mastered 
one art or one foreign literature. 

British papers have more than once remarked since 1950 
that the root of many British troubles in the Middle East 
and the Near East, and the root of similar mistakes now 
being committed by Americans, lay in the narrow quanti- 
tative approach to problems which cannot be thus solved. 
A little curiosity for Iranian traditions as embodied in lit- 
erature or for the literary and cultural heritage of the Arabs 
would have gone a long way in appealing to the emotional 
forces which, far more than economic necessity, impel 
those peoples to behave sentimentally, illogically, proudly. 

We would even submit that, in so far as history is made 
by individuals interpreting collective forces and material 



The Need for Language Study 133 

needs around them, It can best be understood through liter- 
ature.* Dictators of the last two decades and would-be dic- 
tators or demagogic leaders of the present day are strikingly 
similar to characters in Balzac or Dostoevsky. The reading 
of novels, in which characters are synthetically and globally 
created through the power of imagination, would enable 
more men and women to interpret the minds and hearts, the 
obsessions and the shrewdness of many a man of business 
and of many a statesman. After all, for centuries, it has 
been the qualitative, intuitive, and emotional approach 
(which fiction and drama exemplify) rather than the quan- 
titative and coldly analytical one, which has proved most 
effective with one half (and not the less essential one) of 
mankind: womankind. 

The cause of languages in America today is not one that 
should be defended by language teachers alone. They can 
do much, to be sure, to establish unity of purpose and 
coordination of effort among the several languages; they 
should stress the historical and social values behind litera- 
ture, give the study of French, German, Spanish a function 
in other fields through the light it throws on history, phi- 
losophy, sociology, etc., written in those languages and in- 
timately bound up with those foreign literatures. Above 
all, teachers in the universities should make a more deter- 
mined effort to break the barriers separating them from 
secondary and elementary school teachers, and those who 
train graduate students should once and for all give up 
their claim or pretense to be preparing only literary and 
philological scholars and to remain unconcerned in the 
teaching and in the human qualities of their students. 

But the enemies of language study are not our own col- 

* The words of a man who was not a literary scholar but who 
devoted his life to improving- advanced studies in the sciences and 
in medicine are worth meditating: "In literature, man reveals him- 
self and in literature man has, since the earliest times, revealed him- 
self. If the proper study of mankind is man, the proper study of 
man is the literature that he has created through the centuries. No 
scientist, no psychoanalyst, no behaviorist had to teach the authors 
of Oriental texts and the Bible, Shakespeare, Moliere, Dante and 
Goethe the proper relations between human beings." Abraham 
Flexner, Funds and Foundations (Harper's, 1952), pp. 132-33. 
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leagues in education or in the social sciences whom we take 
an innocuous pleasure in mocking occasionally and thus 
tend to alienate. All those who teach the youth and who 
believe in maintaining and in extending culture in America 
at the present time are or can be our allies. Every language 
teacher should set himself the task of converting colleagues, 
students, parents and friends around him. The offensive in 
American education, which has practically eliminated the 
classics, has now attacked the modem languages. If it finds 
a soft spot there and wins, it will at once shift the onslaught 
to philosophy, to European history, to sociology, to Eng- 
lish. Indeed, premonitory signs have not been lacking. 
Champions of "progress" have already intimated that it is 
useless to learn how to write English today: executives 
merely indicate in terse language to their secretaries how to 
answer letters and draw up reports. Writing could thus be 
relegated to girls' colleges and secretarial schools. Unless 
we all unite today to resist the encroachment of the blind 
advocates of the immediately practical, we are in danger of 
hanging separately tomorrow. 

For all of us, whether we dedicate ourselves to history 
or to French, to English or to anthropology, must agree 
that the dilemma for us is the following: shall we yield to 
those who stress the knowledge of the material means 
placed at the disposal of men or shall we fight for a better 
knowledge of man himself? Shall we, in Bergson's famous 
phrase, attempt to enlarge and deepen our minds and grow 
a soul commensurate with matfs overgrown body? Favor 
the development of his power over matter which may ulti- 
mately destroy him or concentrate upon man as a creator? 
An American thinker published in England, in 1952, a 
book which presents the dilemma cogently: Man Creator or 
Destroyer (by George Malcolm Stratton, London, Allen 
and Unwin ) . He stressed the frightening dominion which 
man has gained over lifeless energies, "commanding then- 
help in making persons from the raw stuff of human beings 
and in making communities from those persons." But man 
needs better knowledge of men, and not of the oil, coal and 
plutonium which are at his disposal, if he is to spare the 
world from annihilation. 
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Many a voice has lately cried that the worst American 
failure, since 1950, has been the failure to make this coun- 
try understood, appreciated, liked abroad. That sad fact 
stemmed to a great extent from our own inability to under- 
stand, to appreciate and to respect the very peoples of 
Europe, Asia and South America to whom we were extend- 
ing material help with a generosity unheard of In historical 
annals. We now have to admit that no amount of economic 
and military assistance can ever replace a genuine interest 
in the culture, manners, sensibilities of other nations. Such 
an interest must begin with some regard for their language, 
the mirror to ail that they hold dearest to them in their past 
and the symbol of their will to live. 

American propagandists who naively want to transplant 
abroad the benefits which they deem essential to their own 
comfort (64 page newspapers constituting a free but in- 
creasingly standardized press, corner drugstores, cello- 
phane-wrapped lunches, quarterly checkup and homoge- 
nized and vitaminized candies ) naturally draw the charge 
of economic imperialism. There is more than wit in George 
Bernard Shaw's advice: "Do not do unto others what you 
would like that they should do unto you. Their tastes may 
not be the same." The most generous, probably the most 
Idealistic and the best-humored nation in the world, the 
United States, thus happens to be envied, eyed with suspi- 
cion, feared and even hated by many of the very people 
whom it tried to serve. 

Wisely has one of the educational leaders in this country 
lately declared that an American who knows the language, 
understands the culture, and can predict the probable be- 
havior of a foreign country, be it Korea or France, Iran or 
Germany, Russia or Argentina, is worth more to his coun- 
try than several atomic physicists. The physicist might help 
win a war, through mass destruction, alas! The informed 
and intelligent interpreter of other countries might prevent 
the war altogether. 

The phrase, once sacrosanct, about America's "manifest 
destiny," aroused smiles on our lips in the skeptical era 
which preceded World War II. But history, in its capri- 
cious bestowing of favors and responsibilities, has at pres- 
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ent showered upon the United States its dubious favors. 
The mission of America has perforce to be a soteriological 
one. This country must save the rest of the Western world, 
or go down to ruin with it. It cannot succeed if it is isolated. 
It desperately needs the good will, the whole-hearted co- 
operation, and the confidence of other nations. Those na- 
tions refuse to be bullied or treated with condescension. 
They must be wooed, through their culture and their lan- 
guage. "Help save the world through the study of lan- 
guages" might well be our worthy motto. Let us thus, to 
the best of our ability, assist man, now faced with an un- 
avoidable dilemma, choose determinedly between the tasks 
of a creator or of a destroyer which the challenge of the 
second half of the twentieth century has laid before us. 



American Scholarship in the Field 

of Foreign Literatures 



ANNUAL CONVENTIONS OF THE MODERN LANGUAGE 

Ji\. Association are one of the most admirable institu- 
tions in America and should fill our organizers and every- 
one of the participating members with deep though re- 
strained pride. For alone, I believe, among the associations 
which thus gather for an exchange of views and a backward 
glance at the departing year, we submit with humility to 
gentle preaching and even to ungentle scolding. We re- 
joice at being told that we write without grace and think 
without originality, that our scholarship is dry, our teach- 
ing not stimulated by adequate research, that we fail to 
fulfill our duty of public service. A British philosopher, 
Bradley, used to say that the metaphysics of one of his 
colleagues consisted in proving that this is doubtless the 
best of all possible words but every particular thing in it 
is a necessary evil. We are the most admirable of associa- 
tions, particularly in our readiness to agree that many of 
our activities are necessary evils, and not a few of our 
group meetings unnecessary ones. 

We are performing a noble mission in thus remaining 
the last guardians of humility in the modern world. We 

An address at the annual meeting of The Modem Language As- 
sociation, December 1948 
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have all read about the meetings of other professional 
groups: psychologists who annually proclaim the thrilling 
progress of their efforts in measuring and developing the 
sex urges of guinea pigs or the homosexuality of rats; social 
"thinkers" who have discovered and reveal to a gaping au- 
dience that wars will disappear if only children are no 
longer vitiated by the gift of tin soldiers or if we learn 
how to bear with patience our neighbor's radio and his 
wife's sadistic insistence on becoming a coloratura. Busi- 
nessmen's conventions seem even more thrilling: with the 
eloquence of figures, they tell each other glowingly of the 
generous services they are rendering and of the new selling 
devices they are contriving. Meanwhile they must be so 
bored at listening to each other's feats that they have to 
imbibe not learned papers or words of scolding as we are 
content to do in our most unplatonic symposia but more 
liquid and more potent beverages. One even reads that they 
spread terror in hotels where, having cast off all restraint 
as they donned a shriner's or a legionnaire's garb, they end 
by dancing with the furniture or tossing hostesses to the 
ceiling. (For unlike ourselves, they prefer to leave then- 
wives at home.) 

Our profession probably deserves some of the sermons 
which it meekly receives annually. It is overworked, and 
ever since men ceased going to church with the punctilious 
zeal of their Victorian forefathers, they have to seek in lay 
sermons the healthy relaxation which their ancestors found 
in holier surroundings. But one may claim for the teachers 
and scholars in the humanities that they are probably the 
least corrupt group in the country today. For, according to 
an honored saying, power is what corrupts, and power is 
most often provided by money, which is not our "Grace 
abounding." They are, moreover, perhaps the most criti- 
cally essential group today, if it is true that changing man 
alone will save the world from the direst catastrophes, and 
education and literature are probably, after religion, the 
best means for changing man. Of all the careers pursued 
by men and women in different walks of life, none probably 
is so intent as we are on enabling human beings to under- 
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stand, tolerate, and even aid each other, despite barriers of 
language and cultural divergences. I would venture to add 
that, in a world more and more inhabited by people seeking 
"peace of mind" and devouring unappetizing books en- 
titled "Why worry?" nowhere does one meet so many 
eager, blissfully absent-minded, eloquently extrovert, and 
truly happy persons than on our college campuses. Teach- 
ing is still the best means devised by man for unburdening 
his mind, and occasionally for leaving it unfilled in the 
process. Our percentage of heart failures is almost dis- 
concertingly low. Have we rediscovered, in a world ac- 
cused of worshipping Mammon, that true success is, as 
David Starr Jordan once defined it, "doing the thing one 
likes, and being paid for it"? 

Better qualified speakers will tell you of our grave re- 
sponsibilities to ourselves and to the world in the present 
need for better international understanding. A Frenchman, 
coming from a nation which has traditionally preferred 
stressing social amenities and sociability to social duties, is 
not particularly qualified to discourse to Americans on their 
social responsibilities. He shudders at the prospect of a 
grave but univiting world in which the Modern Language 
Association will establish its cultural service stations along 
the highways of the country, with literary inscriptions such 
as this: 

No matter -where, of comfort no man speak; 
Relax and read the monograph series 
Of the scholars in modern languages; 
Better than all the poisons of the East 
They shall medicine thee to that sweet peace 
Which learned minds enjoy. 

On the other hand, it would be just as unbecoming of 
me to join in the pointed skirmish of the "old" critics 
against the "new" ones. The new and the old differ but 
little on the fundamentals, unless it be that the "new" ones 
refrain courteously from exercising their criticism against 
each other, and even from writing actual critical apprecia- 
tions; they modestly stand at the threshold of the august 
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shrine of metaphor, ambiguity, and paradox that they hope 
one day to erect, overawed by the all-pervading irony "of 
what is past, or passing, or to come" in the realm of poetry. 
Our age will thus have devoted itself to interminable pro- 
legomena to a metaphysics of future criticism. We shall 
generously leave it to our posterity to write the criticism 
itself. But we owe a great debt to those "new critics"; for 
they have shaken some of us out of our complacency. 
Thanks to them, we may now acknowledge that our tradi- 
tional historical scholarship has lately failed to attract bril- 
liant recruits to our profession and to fire its own devotees 
with illuminating sparks. Let us remain diverse, and wel- 
come the emulation of different methods, whenever they 
are practiced with talent. 

My theme is an assessment of our situation in America 
today in the field of modem foreign languages and litera- 
tures. It may not be amiss to look backward for a brief 
moment. The Modem Language Association of America 
was founded sixty-five years ago, in 1883. The first PMLA 
(Publications of the Modern Language Association) were 
for the year 188485. Modern Language Notes,, also due 
to our great pioneer, Marshall Elliott, followed in 1886. 
The first Ph.D. in the Romance Languages was recom- 
mended at our "duce, signore e maestro" among the Ameri- 
can centers of learning, Johns Hopkins, in 1881. From 
Baltimore, graduates went out to found and develop depart- 
ments at Harvard, Columbia, Yale, then at Chicago and 
Middle Western and Western universities.* In two-thirds 
of a century, the progress has been literally astounding. No 
other achievement in any other country can be even re- 
motely compared to the American accomplishment in this 
field. For America began with a lag of at least thirty years 
on the revival of education and research advocated in Eng- 
land by Matthew Arnold, in France by Renan and Victory 

* See several articles by John L. Gerig on "Doctoral Disserta- 
tions in the Romance Languages: a Survey and Bibliography," 
covering Johns Hopkins, Harvard, Yale and Columbia, in the Ro- 
mantic Re-view, VIII (1917), 328-53; X (1919), 67-68: XI 
(1920), 70-75; and XII (1921), 73-79. 
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Dumy, and a lag of sixty years relative to Germany. Every- 
thing in the teaching of modern languages had to be created 
from nothing, and the competent men had to be attracted 
from afar, or slowly trained. Of course, the land of Jefferson 
and Franklin had not been without cultural contacts with 
Europe. In fact, when America was actually isolated, the 
knowledge of some foreign languages was accepted as an 
obvious requirement for those who aspired to culture; the 
necessity for such an acquaintance with modern languages, 
hence with the spirit and the soul of other countries, has 
only been questioned since it should have been commanded 
by changed circumstances, among oceans which have 
shrunk and in a world attempting to be One. Poe, Long- 
fellow, Lowell, Howells had been well-versed in Romance 
literatures. But the methodical and scholarly study of those 
literatures was nonexistent. The early American doctoral 
theses were both thin and too ambitious, lacked both sound- 
ness and finish. 

Today, in contrast, the scholarly work produced, and not 
necessarily published, in America is quantitatively the most 
important in the world. American learned journals from 
PMLA to the Modern Language Quarterly, from ELH 
and American Literature to Italica and the Hispanic Re- 
view, from two or three reviews on Germanic questions and 
Speculum to the latest born ones: Symposium, Romance 
Philology and Tale French Studies rank everywhere 
among the fullest and the most widely read and quoted. 
Everywhere our work is respected for its thoroughness and 
its seriousness; the faults which occasionally marred it, lack 
of finish, loss of the proper perspective, fear of subjectivity 
and of boldness, are now in great part disappearing, or be- 
ing fought and conquered. On Spenser and Coleridge, on 
Shelley and on Goethe, on Diderot and on Baudelaire, on 
Petrarch and Lope de Vega, no one can deny that American 
scholarly output is today not only indispensable, but un- 
equalled in usefulness. True, we have enjoyed material fa- 
cilities which compensated for our remoteness from old 
manuscripts and rare texts; we have been powerfully aided 
by one of the most admirable professions in America, the 
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librarians; we have brought foreign scholars to train our 
own and have welcomed those who were unhappy in their 
native land. Still, much credit is due to the intelligence and 
the zeal of American scholars and not a little to this As- 
sociation for the standards it has upheld and the spirit it 
has fostered. Outside of France today for French letters, 
outside of Germany for German letters, outside of Spain 
for Spanish letters, the most abundant and the best work 
on those foreign literatures is being done in our century in 
the United States of America, 

Such a remarkable achievement may inspire us with 
legitimate pride. But it must also lead us to some critical 
soul-searching, and to the discovery of a remedy for the 
shortcomings from which we still suffer. For the goal pro- 
posed to us is higher than it ever was for any country. Too 
many Americans are content to describe themselves as lead- 
ing in technological civilization and as only the material 
benefactors of the world. The leadership which is expected 
from them, and thrust upon them, is, however, cultural and 
spiritual even more than technological. It requires wide 
information on other cultures which America must inherit, 
develop further, and transmit; a solid knowledge of other 
lands, of other ways of feeling and thinking; and more in- 
tellectual boldness in assimilating the best of the past and 
incorporating it into a new synthesis. The best key to such 
an understanding of others, when all is said, is to be pro- 
vided by their language, dissected in its complexities and 
mastered in a living way, and in what a scientist, Thomas 
Huxley, called "the greatest of all sources of refined pleas- 
ure," literature. 

What do we still lack that might be easily acquired, and 
where do our deficiencies occur? To begin with, we have 
not progressed with the same energy in all fields. Scholar- 
ship, with all its claims to gravity and objectivity, has re- 
mained feminine in its docile subservience to tides of fash- 
ion. We have flocked now to the Victorians, now to the 
Metaphysicals; we have accumulated studies on Dryden and 
Boswell at the expense of the Elizabethans, on Voltaire and 
Diderot while neglecting earlier periods; of all our sins 
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of omission, the most regrettable is that of Italian studies. 
Italian literature formerly held a considerable place in the 
total sum of the articles and theses in the Romance field 
published in America; Italian letters and Italian art meant 
a great deal to cultured Americans, in the eighteen-nineties. 
We still boast of a few, a very few, eminent Italian scholars. 
But paradoxically enough, since this corresponds to the 
years when sons and grandsons of Italian immigrants have 
become or should have become culture-conscious and have 
much to contribute to America, we have let Italian lag far 
behind other languages and Italian scholarship be almost 
stifled by isolation and frustration. The part which should 
be played in our culture by Dante, by the finest outburst of 
geniuses in the modem world, the Italian Renaissance, 
has thus shrunk to a ridiculously inadequate one. 

We have similarly fallen behind in the last twenty years 
in Romance philology and the study of medieval literature, 
of France in particular. Too few disciples have followed in 
the footsteps of the early generation of Johns Hopkins phi- 
lologists, and more recently of Armstrong, Nltze, Ford, and 
others. A reaction was obviously to be expected against 
the old Germanic concept of European literatures taken to 
be unworthy subjects of study after the fifteenth century. 
But Germanic and Romance philology have been completely 
renovated since 1900 or 1910, and should again attract a 
new group of eager devotees. The medievalists among us 
should rid their subject of the conventional paraphernalia 
which have made it appear needlessly formidable and have 
severed It from the philosophy, the art, the life of the Mid- 
dle Ages. The impact of many works of medieval literature 
should be equal, on modem minds, to that of Romanesque 
sculpture, of Gothic architecture, of Saint Thomas and 
Saint Bonaventura. We are to blame if it is not. 

A second point deserves to be lamented if we are not mis- 
taken in stressing It. There are many eminent scholars in 
the modern languages in America; the list of our past presi- 
dents would at once reveal the names of some of them. Yet, 
considering our population and our own numbers, we seem 
to have had since 1885 and to have at present only a very 
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few men of towering eminence: scholars of the stature of 
Gaston Paris, Bedier, Lanson among the great Frenchmen 
of a departed generation; of the universality of Menendez y 
Pelayo, Baldensperger, Farinelll, of the originality of Karl 
Vossler, Menendez Pidal, Cazamian; of the finish and sub- 
tlety of Damaso Alonso, Grlerson, Hazard. It Is invidious 
thus to select men still active and rank them with respected 
dead ones; yet achievements like those of Marcel Bataillon 
on Erasmus and Spain, of Toynbee on history, of some 
German art-critics and literary critics who followed in the 
footsteps of Gundolf, Wolflin, Curtius, impressive monu- 
ments like Chambers' Elizabethan Stage or the Storia let- 
teraria d? Italia or Andler's Nietzche do not seem to be 
easily matched in America. 

Why is it? Do gifted American scholars, like American 
novelists, like American wines, somehow fail to mature 
after a certain age? Are they overburdened by an excessive 
teaching load, too much administration, a laudable but 
pernicious eagerness to answer letters and to hear their 
own voices echoed in committees? Are we too generous in 
placing ourselves at the disposal of our students? Is the 
national disease, haste and the pursuit of efficiency, proving 
detrimental to the slow maturation of scholarly production? 
Have we frowned, with Puritan suspicion, upon leisure, 
whose very name meant "school" among the Greeks and 
has given the word scholarship, and thus become a human, 
all too human competitor of men in business? Have our 
luxurious offices, away from the din of cities, acted as less 
potent stimulants on our continued production than crying 
children and a nagging wife who often sent the European 
Monsieur Bergeret to his study at home, mad with rage 
and redoubled determination to take full advantage of the 
little quietude that was left to him? 

Others may answer these questions, I may merely de- 
clare, as one who has seen many others at work elsewhere, 
that our young men are at least as gifted as those of any 
other land; that their undergraduate and graduate critical 
essays are often rich in promise and even in fulfillment. Per- 
haps our graduate training is not adapted to develop the 
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best In them, and the problem should one day be examined 
seriously by our Association. The ferment which might 
be provided by emulation, in a small circle gathered around 
an inspiring scholar-teacher, is often absent from our semi- 
nars. Conscientiousness, scrupulousness, methodical thor- 
oughness we have, and bibliographical zeal, and an infinite 
capacity for taking pains and even for enjoying boredom, 
which is our own brand of genius; all this we have. Do 
we not lack fervor? And imagination? And the contagious 
fire which critics such as Gundolf and Croce, literary his- 
torians like Lanson and Menendez Pidal, kindled in their 
circle of students? 

Too often our Ph.D. is an end which seems to close the 
door on any further desire ever again to do or to publish 
research. It should on the contrary, in at least half of the 
cases, be only a prelude to future publications. Is the or- 
ganization of the degree and of the studies leading to it 
sterilizing? Nothing is sacrosanct to us, and the question 
should not stay for an answer. 

Respect for our Old Guard and reverence for the schol- 
arly papers of the most venerable among us should not si- 
lence the younger members of our Association into awe, or 
perhaps into repressed but embittered impatience. Junior 
members, under 40 or 45, might well receive their fair 
share of responsibilities in our important committees and be 
encouraged to display initiative and boldness. Our Associa- 
tion never has been, and never must become, a gerontoc- 
racy. 

One of our evils, too well-known to deserve very long 
comment here, is excessive departmentalization. It is easier 
to denounce it than to cure it. For departments there must 
be: they are the backbone of our academic organization, the 
channels through which we administer, the organs responsi- 
ble for recruiting, selecting, and placing graduate students. 
They alone can provide the unity and the spirit of fervent 
emulation which are essential to promote the advancement 
of learning. But departments can be preserved without 
their imprisoning themselves in isolated cells. Some bar- 
riers have collapsed already and several nations are oc- 
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casionally grouped Into what, for lack of a better term, is 
called "areas" as fit subjects of studying a world endeav- 
oring to outgrow nationalism. Literatures cannot easily be 
studied independently of the medium in which they are 
written, that is, separated from the language. But inter- 
departmental groups and comparative literature sections 
have lately been encouraged to develop in our Association 
and in our college curricula. 

More remains to be done along the same lines. Teachers 
and students of modern languages are not sufficiently aware 
of the peril of studying literatures as detached from history, 
philosophy, psychology, history of art, history of music. 
While for the tenth time, with our students in quest of a 
thesis subject, we go over the sequence of Shakespeare's 
SoHnets, or the biographical value of the Prelude, or the 
architecture of the Fleurs du Mai, we overlook fresh prov- 
inces of study left unfilled, such as the interrelation of lit- 
erature and the arts, the picture of the scientific and phil- 
osophical world held by writers of a certain age, histories 
of taste or aesthetics, political thought which was often ex- 
pressed with literary skill, etc. Many syntheses remain to 
be attempted, embracing the treatment by several allied lit- 
eratures of great themes which filled the last century: the 
romantic spirit of revolt, the Promethean rebellion against 
the gods between 1800 and 1880, the concept of time in 
the later nineteenth-century novel, and many others. The 
development of three or four West European literatures has 
been closely parallel for a century or so, and scholars alone 
seem to remain unaware of it. 

The lead for a broader spirit in the study of literary re- 
lations among several countries should have come from our 
colleagues in English or American literature. We must un- 
fortunately confess that we have too often vainly expected 
from them such a leadership. They have remained in a 
superb isolation which smacked occasionally of complacent 
provinciality. Much credit will be due to the department of 
English which will lead the way in discarding the farce at 
present called "reading knowledge" of French and German 
and will require a true knowledge of one foreign literature 
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appreciated for Its poetical and aesthetic values, and there- 
fore of the language heard and spoken. A graduate student 
in English who can decipher a page of German critical 
prose on Beowulf or a French quotation from Taine, but 
cannot feel a play by Racine or a lyric by Goethe, hardly 
has a claim to being called a cultured literary person even 
if he is allowed to win a doctor's degree. 

Let us blame ourselves, teachers of foreign literatures, no 
less severely on another score. Professors of modem litera- 
tures have generously showed too great a deference to for- 
eign scholars in Europe or to foreign scholars in their own 
midst. Professor Fife, in his presidential address at the 
1944 meeting of our Association in New York, expressed 
himself courageously on this point in his address a Na- 
tionalisin and Scholarship." Two acute observers of Ger- 
manic studies in America, Henry Hatield and Joan Mer- 
rick, echoed and amplified his strictures in an article of the 
Modern Language Review for July 1948. America invites 
foreign scholars because they are foreign, and presumably 
more competent in some branches than many a native 
American, with a different outlook, and an innate feeling, 
as it were, for their own literature. She does not expect 
overhasty Americanization from those foreign guests, for 
that would be undue and gross flattery on their part, and 
might lose them some of the originality which they have 
been brought here to contribute. But this country also has a 
right to be spared constant reassertion, by those uprooted 
guests, of the cultural superiority of the Old World and 
systematic distrust of what is being attempted here, along 
more democratic lines and in an immense continent which 
lacks the benefits as well as the drawbacks of a long sense 
of the past. The presence of many foreign-bom scholars 
among us should develop in this country an eclectic point 
of view, free from the bias of cultural nationalism and en- 
riched by the variety of ethnic backgrounds and of intel- 
lectual methods of approach which America thus stands to 
gain. 

But wise eclecticism does not require that American 
scholars strive to imitate the qualities of foreign scholars 
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at the expense of what might be their own national (which 
in no way means nationalistic ) approach to the literatures 
of other lands. French clarity and Gallic wit, Spanish 
verve, German profundity and metaphysical cloudiness are 
virtues in Frenchmen, Spaniards, Germans. But Americans 
need not ape them. They have or will have more and more 
virtues of their own which have already won respect among 1 
their European colleagues. The German scholars when 
they write on Dante and Calderon (Vossler) or on Balzac 
(Curtius) treat those writers in a German manner. So do 
the English when they write on Goethe or on Moli&re. The 
very remarkable school of specialists in Germanic or Eng- 
lish studies in France is characterized by unmistakably 
French features. All of them write in their own language, 
even translate quotations from foreign prose works into 
their own tongue for their own public. Why should Ameri- 
can scholars make their own critical studies appear for- 
midable to the cultured layman by multiplying quotations 
from foreign works and wrapping their thoughts in "the 
decent obscurity of a learned language," when they should 
strain every nerve to win a wider audience for the results 
of their labors? 

It is difficult to define what a specific American approach 
to the study of literature should be; it would be unbecoming 
in a foreign professor in America to attempt it. Such an 
elusive thing as a national style in scholarship as well as 
in architecture, in music as well as in criticism, can only 
be a spontaneous and slow growth. But many of our gradu- 
ate students would hasten the day when such a spirit can 
become a reality if they would freely reappraise old masters 
like Montaigne, Cervantes, Petrarch, Schiller, Pushkin, 
from a point of view which would be their own; or if 
they would occasionally evaluate Anatole France and Kafka 
and T. S. Eliot with American eyes. Their tendency has 
been to profess an excessive deference to foreign critics who 
were compatriots of those writers, but were not necessarily 
the wiser or the less partisan for being close to them. 

Let our suggestion not be misunderstood. We do not 
wish to imply that differences between national psychologies 
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are greater than their similarities: Balzac's peasants and 
Flaubert's bourgeois have their exact replicas in America, 
and D. H. Lawrence's or Faulkner's heroes are probably as 
true, or as untrue, in France and Spain as they are in New 
Mexico or Mississippi. But true universality, in culture 
and criticism, is not attained through the levelling down 
of valuable national characteristics. The writers most ac- 
claimed abroad are often those who seemed the least likely 
to be understood outside of their own borders, because, like 
Dostoevsky or Dickens or Giono, they seemed to be the 
most "national" of all. No less prominent an internationalist 
in literary matters than Andre Gide remarked that the most 
universal writer is often also the most national writer, and 
the works which are most broadly human are also the most 
individual ones. ( "Nationalisms et LItterature' 7 -I9G9- 
in enures Completes, VI) Although we live in an inter- 
national age, we cannot reach international understanding 
through intellectual monotony, but through the mutual en- 
richment contributed to each other by national cultures, 
and the assimilation of one or two foreign cultures by those 
of us who believe ourselves capable of such assimilation. 
Finally, professors of foreign languages, without for- 
saking the scholar's prerogative to study the past and to 
rise above the ephemeral struggles of the hour, owe it to 
themselves to keep abreast of developments around them 
and to interpret them to their communities. The influence 
of contemporary books published abroad is naturally greater 
than that of past masterpieces, and probably disproportion- 
ate to the place which Expressionism, Surrealism, Exis- 
tentialism will some day occupy in our detached appraisal. 
But the scholar cannot ignore the present-day developments 
in Spanish America or in Europe if he will retain and ex- 
pand his influence on the young men around him. Transla- 
tions from foreign works are published liberally in America; 
we should be more often consulted on which foreign works 
deserve to be translated, and the choice might be made in a 
less haphazard fashion by publishers, and probably prove 
more successful, even commercially, than the present one 
does. We should be called upon more often to review such 
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translated works or Important foreign movements, and 

would doubtless do It with more competence and perhaps 
with more brilliance than many journalists who step in 
where we fear to tarnish our wings. Professors of German, 
French, Italian, should have provided more experts on Ger- 
man, French, Italian affairs, during World War II, than 
they did; too often they proved unable to envisage the for- 
eign country whose culture they taught with an impartial 
eye and from an American (which does not mean a narrow 
or uninitiated, but a free ) point of view. If we do not keep 
actively and objectively abreast of problems and moods in 
the country which we study and teach, we are confessing 
that we divorce literature from life, the books from the soil 
and the people in which the books grew, or that we refuse 
to make our accumulated and specialized knowledge acces- 
sible to a public of Intelligent nonspecialists. 

To fulfill such a program, we must face two more requi- 
sites squarely and successfully. On the first I may be brief, 
for others have eloquently formulated it. For several dec- 
ades, our presidential addresses have warned us that we 
neglected beauty and style and were unwisely desiccating 
our scholarship. Such an appeal has fallen on willing spirits 
whose flesh apparently, or whose pen, was weak. Our re- 
markably active Secretary has now taken steps which 
should soon turn our good intentions into actual practice. 
Let us thus live in hope and merely repeat that we must 
write better , avoid pedantic jargon and cumbersome foot- 
notes, aim at clarity, elegance, and liveliness. Even humor, 
grace, and a burning flame should not be absent from pa- 
pers written by scholars who include many humorous and 
jovial older men, many women (i.e. beings endowed with 
grace) , and not a few ardent young men. One of our tasks 
is to teach the youth of the country how to write, and we 
should first propose to them some discreet models. Too 
long have we meekly tolerated scathing ironies from jour- 
nalists and authors. Instead of proving convincingly that 
their sarcasms were often unfounded. A character in Hem- 
ingway's Death in the Afternoon, courteously wishing the 
death of our breed, professed that he hoped to see the finish 
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of us all, and to "speculate how worms will try that long 
preserved sterility, with their quaint pamphlets gone to dust 
and into footnotes all their lust. w Let us share that blas- 
phemous hope if we are to rise from it reborn with a 
vigorous style and a keener sense for beauty wiien treating 
of things which once were beautiful and therefore have re- 
mained so. We shall then see that we, ultimately, hold in 
our hands the fate of writers like Hemingway, who may 
one day owe it to us to have their names preserved for 
posterity through a chapter, a page, or a line in our literary 
histories. 

The second need in which we stand is for bolder imagi- 
nation and greater faith in our accomplishment, in our- 
selves, in what we have to offer today to America and to 
the world. Science is just now suffering from a bad con- 
science. It can no longer take it for granted that its ad- 
vancement necessarily leads to more welfare for the human 
race; it is obsessed by its share in bringing about what 
may be our indiscriminate destruction. Many are the scien- 
tists who, to offset the consequences of their own ominous 
work, openly pray for an increase in the study of the Hu- 
manities. They acknowledge that our own studies may lead 
man to more wisdom, and meanwhile afford men and 
women some joys while they still inhabit this unatomized 
earth. 

Social scientists have meanwhile taken the offensive and 
tried to crowd out the classics, the modern languages, per- 
haps literature itself from the school and college curricula, 
in order to start more courses on the mores of the Fiji 
islanders, matriarchy among the tribes of Central Austra- 
lia, the community spirit of Main Street and the behavior 
of Middletown, the necessity of being "well-adjusted" (to 
a none too perfect society, to be sure), and "how to be 
successful in married life." In many cases, the youth of 
this country is becoming impatient with such soulless teach- 
ing and chafes at masses of meaningless and unconnected 
data which are being crammed into their heads under the 
guise of "social studies." It is ready to return to courses in 
ancient and modem literatures, in philosophy, in history of 
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culture. Difficulties do not daunt It. Young Americans are 
attracted by reasonable difficulties and respond ardently to 
obstacles which challenge the best in youth. But we have 
too often made the mistake of aping scientists in their dry 
analyses, in their statistical figuring, in their dry presenta- 
tion. We have praised works of art for being produced by ? 
or expressive of, the social conditions of an age. We should 
on the contrary have shown our students that literature 
deals with the same problems which they meet in life and 
in historical and social courses, but makes those problems 
significant, intense, radiating with life and beauty. Let us 
make our teaching bolder, more imaginative, solid yet 
broad, minute at times but at times all-embracing, filled 
with passion and fervor. Many a young American will 
then find in our teaching some of the vitality and some of 
the breadth of significance for which he thirsts. A dynamic 
and, when all is said, a great American poet pronounced in 
Democratic Vistas words which we might well remember 
and prove worthy of: "Literature in our day and current 
purposes is not only more eligible than all the other arts 
put together, but has become the only general means of 
morally influencing the world,"" 

Some of our members may feel that such claims made 
for literature, and for those who teach it worthily, are 
merely rhetorical and that reality is otherwise when one is 
isolated in some small college, deprived of books and of 
congenial spirits, struggling against the practical obsessions 
of their environment. We certainly cannot impose overnight 
the views in which we believe. But do we not err even 
more gravely if we resign ourselves to mild defeatism and 
tt laissez-faire"? Professor Howard Mumford Jones once 
called us academic critics and scholars "the uninfluen- 
tials." We shall deserve the name only if we persist in 
thinking of ourselves as uninfluential. 

An observer trained in a foreign background insists on 
disputing such a pessimistic picture of American universi- 
ties. "Never underestimate the power of a woman" is one 
of the first phrases he learns from American advertising, 
and he is soon brought to add: "Never underestimate the 
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power of a professor." The universities play in this country 
a part probably unequalled anywhere else. On their cam- 
puses the heart of the nation beats more intensely; for the 
sake of the youth that lives there training its muscles as 
well as its brain, "exposed," as we say, to culture, and 
often actually soaked in it this youth-loving nation is ever 
ready to make the utmost sacrifices. Materially, the univer- 
sities of America are far more powerful and secure than the 
Church ever was in France before the Revolution; recent 
inquiries reveal that they own the most varied kind of 
property, from book stores to a spaghetti factory in New 
York, a clear symbol of the tentacular eloquence of some 
of their teachers. 

No other country holds the "experts" in such esteem. 
Professors, and professors of literature in particular, have 
achieved remarkable success during the war in realms of 
action far removed from their usual preoccupations. They 
do equally well in military government when they are given 
a chance. Diplomacy seldom regrets resorting to them: both 
the French and British Ambassadors in Washington at pres- 
ent are professors, and Spanish diplomats have been re- 
peatedly drawn from their ranks. Money and politics have 
kept them away from similar positions in this country, but 
certainly not lack of ability. The most momentous revolu- 
tion of the last two decades, the New Deal, was to a great 
extent a professors' revolution, no less profound for being 
peaceful. The Republican candidate for President in 1948 
might have fared better in the popular vote had he sur- 
rounded himself with a professorial brain trust, facing the 
issues and devising the answers, while some professors of 
literature might have added fire and sparks to his speeches 
with no little profit. Several of us may say without vain 
boasting that they have powerfully helped launch a new 
book or damn a new play, and that the effect of some of 
our unbiased pronouncements in a public lecture has often 
proved greater than that of much paid advertising. Not a 
little of the present clamor for more vital plays on Broadway 
and even more of the present disfavor of Hollywood can be 
traced to our influence in having awakened the youth, and 
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others who were no longer young but directly or Indirectly 
paid some attention to professors 1 sarcasms and pronounce- 
ments, to the mechanical emptiness of what the stage and 
the screen served to the public. 

We are not going to be intoxicated with the power that 
we can wield , but we might become more keenly conscious 
of it and realize that it entails responsibilities and duties. 
The college population in America runs at present well 
over two millions and is not likely to decrease. No other 
profession in the country enjoys an opportunity similar to 
ours. For the training we give those millions of young men 
and women may mark them for life. For a few years in 
their existence, those young men pursue knowledge with 
some disinterestedness; they champion idealistic causes, 
dream of a better future for mankind. A surprisingly large 
number of them declare they want to write. We are to blame 
if we fail that gifted and generous youth. We in particular, 
scholars in the modem literatures, shall be to blame if we do 
not practice a reasonable amount of propaganda for our dis- 
ciplines, bearing in mind the noble meaning of a word 
which was originally used for the "propagation" of Chris- 
tian religion. If we nourish a deep faith in what we teach 
and live for, we have the duty to communicate it with elan 
as well as with critical spirit, two virtues which can and 
must coexist and strengthen each other. 

The Modem Language Association has achieved a great 
deal in its sixty-five years of existence. It is now being re- 
juvenated and, without forsaking any of its dignity or be- 
coming renegade to its humanistic traditions, it can do even 
more. It must claim a voice in councils of educators, be con- 
sulted by the President's Committee on Education, provide 
colleges with deans and presidents, who have been drawn 
lately in disproportionate numbers from the ranks of econ- 
omists and psychologists. Colleges were not run less effi- 
ciently when their deans were, for the most part, professors 
of Classics or of Hebrew. Indeed, the greatest of American 
college presidents were perhaps those who, in the last dec- 
ades of the nineteenth century, created with idealism and 
pragmatism Johns Hopkins, Chicago, Stanford, and reno- 
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vated Harvard, Cornell, Yale. Modem languages have to- 
day a valid claim to being the worthiest heirs to classical 
languages and literatures. Let them assert it. Let our As- 
sociation join forces with parallel associations of scholars 
in philosophy, in history, in classics, in history of art. Let 
it use modern means of information and even practice some 
lobbying without shame. It is all very well to go on telling 
our own colleagues every year that our subject is impor- 
tant and necessary to the culture of the country; our col- 
leagues are convinced of it. Let us live our own culture 
more intensely, present it with more vigor to those who 
have ears but often refuse to open them: newspaper men, 
government officials, businessmen, many of whom are our 
former students and have remained grateful to us for hav- 
ing revealed some beauty to them, and some truth, when 
they sat "under us." Our Association may have to reinforce 
its central office to reach those aims: perhaps, along with a 
rotating President, elected annually and representing a dif- 
ferent branch of our studies and a different part of the coun- 
try as well as being a renowned scholar, we should have a 
second and stable executive cooperating with our Secretary, 
giving most of his time to our Association, addressing the 
country occasionally through educational conferences and 
committees, visiting universities, keeping in close touch 
with developments in Washington, educating politicians, 
if need be, and donors, approaching the Foundations on 
critical needs such as that for publication funds for Ameri- 
can scholarship so critical a need at the present time that 
the whole intellectual effort of America is jeopardized 
through increased printing costs and a revision of the 
policy of Foundations has become imperative. 

In thus discarding some of our complacency and fear of 
"vulgarity ," w r e shall not be serving our own interests self- 
ishly, but the culture of the country at large and the future 
of America, now asked to assume a bolder intellectual 
leadership in the arts and letters as well as in science and 
technology. "Universities," wrote Abraham Flexner, "must 
at times give the country, not what it wants, but what 
it needs." Is this antidemocratic? The truly democratic- 
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minded man Is obviously he who refuses to flatter the 
masses but believes in their ultimate common sense and 
helps democracy improve itself, and extract from its ranks 
the intellectual leadership which is essential to its survival. 
A great American and, in spite of party labels, a true 
democrat, Charles Evans Hughes, once said in words 
which we might well take as the text of many of our lay 
sermons: "The cure for the ills of democracy is not more 
democracy, but more intelligence.'' 



Comparative Literature in America 



IT WOULD HAVE SEEMED NATURAL FOR AMERICA to be- 
come the paradise for Comparative Literature. For 
American universities have been less narrowly fettered 
with hidebound traditions than those of an older continent 
and have proved hospitable to new subjects, to the point 
of being accused of an exaggerated fondness for temporary 
vogues and whimsical fads. The ethnic origins and often 
the backgrounds of Americans, within the last century, 
have been a motley pattern contrasting with the unity and 
even with the educational uniformity prevailing in coun- 
tries like France or Germany. Some knowledge of lan- 
guages, at least nominal, is required by most respectable 
graduate schools and colleges. What is more, an enviable 
freedom from nationalist prejudices prevails in the United 
States. Patriotism and nationalism are not absent from this 
country, but they seldom assume the cultural character 
which marks French or Italian nationalism, Spanish pride 
in "Hispanidad," or the German jealous cultivation of a 
mysterious "Deutschtum." Americans have long been 
aware of the need for them to have more than one window 
open upon Europe and not to be content with the one lit- 
erary tradition which they had inherited with the English 
language. In the last two or three decades, new duties de- 
veloped upon this country: it fell to the lot of America to 



LIFE, LITERATURE, AND LEARNING IN AMERICA 

be, not only the greatest power on this planet, but the ob- 
vious link between Europe and Asia, and between the past 
and the future of mankind. Greco-Roman culture, as trans- 
mitted and enriched by western Europe, may have ap- 
peared less adequate than in the past, in the face of the 
growth of anthropology, sociology, abnormal psychology, 
recent physics; but that culture had first to be assimilated 
and carried forward before it could be supplemented. 

Yet many obstacles have stood in the way of Comparative 
Literature in American universities, and only recently, 
thanks to a broader welcome in the Modern Language As- 
sociation gatherings and to the faith and efficient earnest- 
ness of those who founded the "Comparative Literature 
Newsletters 7 ' and the specialized quarterly journal now 
published by the University of Oregon, has the new dis- 
cipline won readier acceptance in many a center of learning. 
The close partitioning of departments in many universities 
makes innovations difficult, when each department tends to 
accumulate its own required courses and jealously watches 
its own students. Our Ph.D. has become a thorough but 
excessively narrow training, and the holders of that degree 
realize only later that their actual teaching wiU require more 
breadth and a keener awareness of two or three fields than 
their scholastic training has provided. Factual data are often 
overemphasized at the expense of breadth. A teacher of 
English may be supposed, after reluctantly submitting to 
reading tests, to be able to decipher a page by a French 
or German critic; but he is seldom able to read with sincere 
enjoyment a lyric by Goethe or Rilke, a play of Racine, or 
a chapter from Montaigne. 

To be sure, comparative scholars may well bear part of 
the blame. They have occasionally been guilty of pedantry, 
although more often in Europe than in America; their read- 
ers have been overwhelmed and exasperated; their students 
have been misled by the wealth of their references, the lux- 
uriance of their allusions and quotations, and often by the 
failure of their discipline to penetrate to the core of a literary 
work or to grasp a writer in the essentials of his creative 
process. The close student of one national literature natu- 
rally finds occasional confusion, superficial parallels or ten- 
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nous links, and even more unpalatable generalizations in 
Farinelli and Baldensperger, in Gilbert Highet's Classical 
Tradition, in Menendez y Pelayo and J. G. Robertson, 
Comparative Literature is strewn with pitfalls into which 
tyros jump all too gleefully. Several times a year, the pro- 
fessor must dissuade determined students from sketching 
one more fruitless comparison between Stendhal and Tol- 
stoy, Proust and Joyce, Virginia Woolf and Bergson, 
Verga and Merimee, Rilke and Valery, O'Neill and 
Lorca. The myrtle groves of the underworld must be popu- 
lated by writers of the past imploring "whatever gods may 
be n that they may be spared studies of sources and influ- 
ences allegedly undergone by them. Two requisites should 
be self-imposed by practitioners of Comparative Literature: 
one is naturally intelligence accompanied by taste and en- 
joyment-- "Comprendre, c'est egaler," as a wise French 
dictum puts it. The other is modesty; for the task is im- 
mense, and while "knowledge enormous makes a god of 
me" may befit Keats 1 Apollo and a few supermen among 
comparative scholars, others have symbolically perished 
from such "hubris." 

It may not be amiss for a French scholar in America to 
review the several provinces of Comparative Literature and 
the American achievements and promises in those fields. 
From the start, American comparatists have been bound to 
their French confreres by close links. Longfellow, Howells, 
Lowell, Huneker, who entertained a broad view of litera- 
ture in their day, looked intently at Romance countries. So 
did Schofield, Spingam, Irving Babbitt. Ever since the Re- 
vue de Litterature Compares and the fame of Baldensper- 
ger, then of Hazard, Van Tieghem, Carre, made Paris the 
most fertile center of comparative studies, American schol- 
ars have looked up to the French masters in that discipline, 
sent their students to them, encouraged the writing of 
theses in France, and envied the broad cosmopolitan spirit 
which prevailed there. Many of the best theoretical defini- 
tions of the aims and methods of Comparative Literature 
have emanated from France and their usefulness is far from 
outgrown. 

Comparative Literature, thus called after the deceptive 
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precedents of comparative anatomy or comparative govern- 
ment, is not an ideal name; but it must be retained as being 
neither too pedantic nor too general, and usage has conse- 
crated it. The spirit which prompted the creation of the new 
discipline was naturally the cosmopolitan current of the 
eighteenth century and the revived interest in national 
cultures and in the originality of each "spontaneous" folk 
creation. "Happy he who has discovered literary cosmo- 
politanism!" exclaimed Sebastien Mercier. The romantic 
movement, helped by the emigration and the Napoleonic 
wars, fostered the growth of the cosmopolitan spirit. Its 
philosophical basis was in part the substitution of relative 
for absolute standards of beauty and of taste and the ac- 
ceptance of the organic development of each culture, stress- 
ing the autonomy of each and its ability to absorb and 
assimilate foreign influences. The Germans had the largest 
share in the framing and spreading of those views. But 
the French also played a role, and Mme de Stael, French 
in her language, had been among the first to encourage 
European nations to shake off the yoke of French taste. 
Soon after aging Goethe's famous pronouncement on 
"Weltliteratur," Edgar Quinet, who first used the phrase 
"Comparative Literature" in French, declared in 1838, 
when appointed to the first French professorship of Com- 
parative Literature at Lyon: "There is a certain narrowness 
in the obstinate refusal to understand the spirit of foreign 
nations. Feeling beauty wherever it may be found is not 
impairing one's delicacy, but acquiring a new faculty." 
Later De Sanctis, while Minister of Education under Ca- 
vour, created a chair of Comparative Literature in Italy 
in 1861 and occupied it himself in 1871. But progress 
was slow and often interrupted until the end of the century. 
A clear realization of the purpose of Comparative Litera- 
ture and some attempt to formulate its methods had to 
await the second decade of the present century. Even now, 
many problems are far from solved, hence their challenging 
interest. 

The provinces of Comparative Literature have often been 
mapped out and surveyed; a great number of relatively easy 
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subjects have been proposed to and treated by apprentices 
of Comparative Literature. In several respects, indeed, more 
conventionality seems to prevail in some comparative 
studies of themes, sources, and influences than in the iso- 
lated studies of one writer or of one work. This stems in 
part from the mistaken notion that Comparative Literature 
is a separate domain which the specialist must explore ex- 
clusively, thus condemning himself in many cases to touch- 
ing only on the outside fringe of each national literature, 
leaving the core of it to scholars who concentrate on the 
inner evolution of one literature. In truth, while it is es- 
sential for each university to have a separate department 
of Comparative Literature, it would be absurd for such a 
department to monopolize the research into the foreign re- 
lations of each literature. For its task is to know foreign 
languages and to have a broader and more receptive point 
of view than specialists of individual literatures, and also to 
foster among its colleagues a comparative spirit and to 
bridge over the barriers which administrative necessities 
and the temptation of insularity tend to impose upon de- 
partments. 

Such a spirit still needs to be developed among many 
American scholars, and the task which lies before broad- 
minded comparatists in this country is still a challenging 
one. Many a recent study of American literature by Ameri- 
cans strikes one as ludicrously provincial in its ignorance 
or omission of the trends and movements which, in Ger- 
many, in France, had preceded philosophical and literary 
developments in America. Emerson, Poe, Howells, Henry 
James, Hemingway and Ezra Pound can be appraised 
rightly only if placed in a supranational contest. The ex- 
traordinary vogue enjoyed by American literature in Eu- 
rope and elsewhere since 1930 necessitates a comparative 
approach, for writers can no longer remain unaware of the 
fact that they may well be consecrated in Paris, Rome, 
and Stockholm earlier than in Boston and Los Angeles. 
Contrary to a common delusion, this cosmopolitan success 
does not go to writers who are themselves uprooted and 
international in outlook. 
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Comparatlsts do not agree among themselves, most for- 
tunately, on the relative importance and fertility of the dif- 
ferent domains within their empire. Each generation should 
always remain free to shift the emphasis from one to the 
other, and an imaginative scholar may at any time prove 
that a field that had been branded as barren may conceal 
untold wealth. Thus the "Stoffgeschichte" or study of 
themes and legends across several literatures, which has 
often proved to be mechanical and exterior, may receive a 
new lease on life from a revitalized study of symbols and 
myths aided by modern anthropology and psychoanalysis. 
Monographs on the horse, the skylark, the flea in poetry, 
the priest, the child or the courtesan in several recent litera- 
tures deserve some of the ridicule which they have brought 
upon themselves. Yet the different expressions given by suc- 
ceeding generations to the theme of social and metaphysical 
revolt, envisaged through the symbolic figures of Prome- 
theus, Cain, Faust, Sisyphus (lately), Antigone, Orestes, 
and other men and women in revolt dear to Camus and 
to Sartre, are well worth the comparatisf s pains. The myth 
of Narcissus, which haunted many of the French Symbol- 
ists and their successors; the theme of metamorphosis of 
men into other men or into animals, brilliantly revived by 
Kafka, Marcel Ayme, and many a story teller of late; the 
obsession of many French novelists with abortion (an Ex- 
istentialist device apparently) and with bastards (the latter 
a natural enough offspring, as Claude-Edmonde Magny re- 
marked, in a generation of novelists whose predecessors 
had lavishly filled their tales with adulterous couples); the 
type of Tetranger" or the alienated man would repay the 
research of students, if explored in depth. 

The study of literary genres, long thrown out of fashion 
by Bnineti^re's excessive claims, might similarly be revived 
by comparative scholars. Courses on tragedy, the epic, and 
satire are again popular in our universities. The eclogue, 
the poetic drama, the fantastic tale are again being practiced 
in several literatures and rightly being credited with laws of 
their own. The mistake of Bnmetiere was, along with Ms 
ponderous style, to have attempted a systematic and ex- 
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terlor study of genres, viewed as babies slowly evolving 
into childhood, adolescence, and maturity, then irretrieva- 
bly engulfed by old age and death. The notion of evolu- 
tion, and even that of the Hegelian becoming, have caused 
much havoc in literary studies. Neither genres nor individ- 
ual authors necessarily evolve or "become." Any life of any 
worth is marked by a few crises or sudden about-faces from 
which one emerges a different being. A writer taps different 
strata of his inner life according to the demands of Ms in- 
spiration, then may lapse into moments of sterility like the 
mystics. It is probably vain to formulate laws for literary 
genres, since all creators are violators. But the psychologi- 
cal and esthetic motives which, for example, have in the 
last three decades reintegrated tragedy into the drama after 
having lent it to the novel for a long time would well be 
worth the attention of the critics who are struck by the 
parallel trends in several national literatures. 

A province of Comparative Literature long favored by 
the French practitioners of that discipline embraces the 
intermediaries between two nations, two or more cultures. 
A respectable number of dissertations, not all of them orig- 
inal, treated of the travelers of one nation in Scotland, 
Ireland, Sicily, Bavaria, America. As traveling became 
easier, however, the literature of travel also became more 
and more superficial. The truly important subjects again 
would be those which, going beyond historical and bio- 
graphical research, would venture into the psychology of 
individuals or of groups and of the imaginative and intel- 
lectual adventure afforded some travelers by their wander- 
ings. Stendhal's vision of Italy and Ms original touristic 
literature on France, Gobineau's extraordinarily acute per- 
ception of Asia, and the twentieth-century French travelers 
in China and Japan have not been adequately studied. The 
French, who do not readily venture into distant lands, have 
been praised by no less a judge than Lord Curzon as the 
most admirable writers of travel books. Sartre, who has 
roamed over many lands himself, condemned the traveler in 
a curious passage of Qtfest-ce la iitterature as the very 
image of a parasite and of the unstable stranger and per- 
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petual witness. The attitude of each generation to travel 
and exoticism should be studied as a mirror to its deeper 
preoccupations. 

The mistake of comparative scholars has often lain in 
being easily satisfied with specific monographs of a purely 
analytical character and in lacking the audacity to approach 
larger works of synthesis. Thus the Huguenot emigration 
to England or America, the Russian emigration of 1917 
20, and the German-Jewish emigration of 193345, which 
have had momentous importance for intellectual, literary 
and artistic history, have not yet been adequately examined. 
Nor have the epoch-making translations from Homer, the 
Greek tragic poets, Virgil, Shakespeare, or Dostoevsky, 
which count far more in the history of culture than nine- 
tenths of the so-called original novels or plays. The history 
of the teaching of the leading foreign languages in each 
important country should likewise be attempted: many 
Frenchmen have never gone beyond the few pages of 
Goethe, Wordsworth or E. A. Poe which they learned by 
heart as schoolboys; yet the influence of those pages upon 
their dreams, their imagination may have been far reach- 
ing. Many Americans have lived on notions of France ac- 
quired through Daudefs "La Derniere Classe," Flaubert's 
Trols Contes, Anatole France's Les Dwux out soif or more 
recently through Alain-Fournier or Saint Exupery. Yet we 
know practically nothing about the anthologies, grammars, 
textbooks, methods and histories of literature used succes- 
sively since 1830 or 1840 in America or in other nations. 

The main bulk of Comparative Literature studies has 
usually consisted of research on the foreign readings of a 
given writer, on Ms sources, on the fortune and the influence 
of his work in another country. It seems as if everything 
had been accomplished in those fields and that no virgin 
island has been left uncharted by the source and influence 
hunters. Parallels have been accumulated, library archives 
have been ransacked to discover which books were bor- 
rowed by a writer in his youth or while he was perhaps 
mysteriously nurturing some of the images and ideas which 
he was much later to embody in his works. Lists of books 
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owned by authors have been searched, In the naive faith 
that we all read and remember the books which, through 
purchase, bequest or imprudent loan, happen to be "owned" 
by us. Overgenerous authors who, like T. S. Eliot, Gide or 
Yeats himself, were unwary enough to quote from or allude 
to foreign writers whom they may have read, or looked at, 
have been the targets of many source studies as a penalty 
for what Richard Aldington termed (apropos of Yeats) 
"their misplaced intellectual loyalty." 

Once again, the inadequacy of many such comparative 
studies sprang from lack of boldness to go straight to the 
vast but only important subjects, and from the common 
fault of much criticism which takes the reader away to the 
outer fringes of the work of art instead of penetrating to its 
core and its core is almost always psychological or es- 
thetic. The really important topics of Comparative Litera- 
ture have hardly been touched: Vico in France, Schopen- 
hauer in England, Nietzsche in America, Rousseau and 
nineteenth-century America, Hegel in France. Even the 
true influence of Poe in France (felt by Mallarme and 
Valery even more than by Baudelaire) has not been ade- 
quately analyzed. The converse, equally paradoxical ( and 
surprising to the writer's compatriots ) impact of Flaubert 
on English novelists and on American novelists and poets, 
down to Ezra Pound and James Joyce, is only a little better 
explored. On broader movements which spread across sev- 
eral countries, but often at varied times and meeting un- 
equal resistance in each of them, we are not much better 
informed. We hardly know, for example, how the Renais- 
sance was perceived or conceived by the authors and artists 
of Italy, Spain, France or England, and to what extent a 
common characterization of the Renaissance is valid in 
those countries. The recent disquisition on the baroque has, 
in spite of the fanaticism of some baroque maniacs, thrown 
light on the heterogeneousness of different countries dur- 
ing the baroque age. But much remains to be done on the 
use of "metaphysical" imagery in several European poet- 
ries, to which the term has now been carried over from 
English usage. Preromanticism is probably the most un- 
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explored of all great European movements; no specific 
term has even been coined to designate it. A European 
history of symbolism must some day be undertaken. In all 
such cases, and many more offered by our own century 
(the interior monologue, the reversibility of time in the 
modem novel, literature as prophecy, the Spanish civil war 
in several literatures, the theme of fear, the political novel, 
etc.), American comparative studies have one advantage 
over European ones: while they may stress similarities be- 
tween or among national literatures and show modem 
movements sweeping unchallenged across national fron- 
tiers, they are in a position to grant its full due to the 
originality of every European nation. The French, the Ger- 
mans, to a lesser extent the English, have often stolen the 
show in comparative studies. A veteran scholar sadly la- 
mented the scant place granted to the original literature of 
Spain and to other letters of "smaller" countries in our re- 
search into influences and relations. We are alluding to 
Farinellfs contribution to the Melanges Baldensperger 
(Champion, 1930, 1, 271-90) , in which he confessed that 
national pride had not disappeared with the growth of com- 
parative studies and that literatures could not be reduced 
easily to a common denominator at the expense of their 
heterogeneous singularity. 

Much harm has been caused by the ambition of literary 
study to ape science and to conceive science as a network of 
causal relations. Students of countries and of relations be- 
tween two or more writers would be well advised to give up 
in most cases the search for causes or influences, and to 
engage in the exploration of families of minds and of fortui- 
tous analogies linking authors who had no awareness of 
one another. Parallels are dangerous if set up by an un- 
trained novice juxtaposing two writers or artists arbitrarily. 
But a great scholar, like the art critic Henri Focillon who 
repeatedly made use of the concept of "families d'esprits," 
may thus practice comparative research more intelligently 
and imaginatively than narrowly historical scholars who, 
like Browning's grammarian, seek a little thing to do, see 
it, and do it. Northrop Frye remarked in his Fearful Sym- 
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wietry that Nerval, who had never read Blake, is in fact 
closer to him than Yeats who edited him. 

The most essential task which faces the comparative 
scholar at the present time is to renovate and broaden his 
methods and to acquire a fresh conception of the essential 
notion of influence in literature. An influence is almost 
never manifested through imitation, at any rate not since 
the eighteenth century evolved and bequeathed to us the 
emphasis on personality as the basis of artistic creation. 
T. S. Eliot rightly declared in one of his early articles: 
"We do not imitate, we are changed; and our work is the 
work of a changed man; we have not borrowed, we have 
been quickened and we become bearers of a tradition. 17 * A 
foreign influence is a stimulant which has the advantage 
of exoticism, hence of enhanced magic, and often an au- 
thorization for a young writer to accomplish what he was 
too timid to achieve by himself against a cramping environ- 
ment or a dulled national tradition. T, S. Eliot once again 
may be quoted: a A very young man who is himself stirred 
to write . . . , is looking for masters who will elicit his 
consciousness of what he wants to say himself, of the 
poetry that is in Mm to write . . . The kind of poetry that 
I needed to teach me the use of my own voice did not exist 
in English at all; it was only to be found in French." ("The 
Poetry of W. B. Yeats," Purpose, 1940) 

More often still, an influence in literature drives the in- 
fluenced one to be more truly himself through maturing 
more quickly; through reacting against his own environ- 
ment and the masters who may have fascinated his youth; 
and through avoiding what was already said, and well 
said, by other men in other lands. "There were many fool- 
ish things that we would say," notes Fontenelle in his 
Digression, "if they had not already been said." A history 
of the word and the concept of influence, paralleling the 
sketch once attempted by Logan Pearsall Smith to trace the 

* "Reflections on Contemporary Poetry," The Egoist, July, 1919, 
p. 59. According 1 to Goethe's famous reflection on Winckelmann, 
one learns nothing from reading Winckelmann, but one becomes 
better for having read Mm. 
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history of the word "originality," should be undertaken by 

a comparatlst. It would perhaps reveal that the two notions 
often go hand in hand, and that the creators most widely 
influenced are also those who developed their originality 
most markedly. The bee, Henri Heine noted in Ms Letters 
on the French Stage, need not feel humiliated by the spider 
which draws the threads of its web out of its own body 
while the bee gathers its honey from flower to flower. The 
most crying need of our time, and perhaps of the country 
upon which is at present thrust the burden of leading the 
Western World, is for more imagination, so that we may 
conceive, sympathize with, and strengthen ways of life dif- 
ferent from our own. Only through a broader conception 
and a more fervent study of Comparative Literature, resting 
upon a more intense study of foreign languages as the mir- 
rors to the soul of a people, may the leading nations of the 
world give the lie to Remy de Gourmont's cynical dictum 
that "the more nations help each other and the better they 
know each other, the more they hate each other." 



A Backward and a Forward Glance 



Zum Sehen geboren^ 
Zum Schauen gestellt, 

Ich blick j in die Feme, 
Ich sell* in der 



EKE LYNCEUS AT THE END OF THE SECOND PART OF 
Faust , the rash speaker who offers to pierce the walls 
of the past and the veils of the future should be endowed 
with the hindsight and the foresight of a seer. He will con- 
fess Ms blindness at the outset and modestly light the dim 
lantern of common sense. 

When seventy-five years ago the Modem Language As- 
sociation was founded, Comparative Literature was a new- 
born babe in European universities. No professorship was 
specifically assigned to it. Even after Brunetiere, Brandes, 
Menendez y Pelayo, Croce, Saintsbury, Vossler had ranged 
over several ancient and modern literatures from a com- 
parative point of view, faculties resisted the recognition of 
that discipline as an autonomous one, having a province 
and methods of its own. America proved even more dis- 
trustful. The Modern Language Association feared the 
atomization of its programs which the proliferation of 
groups and sections was to entail. But the gates were 
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eventually stormed. Comparative Literature has now won 
full franchise at our conventions; it counts more professor- 
ships in the United States than in the rest of the world put 
together. Its journal published in Oregon, its yearbook 
appearing in its Carolinian chapel, its monographs at ten 
or twelve institutions evince its youthful, at times arrogant 
vigor. A sizeable proportion of the most gifted students in 
graduate schools are drawn to it. The prestige of the great- 
est comparative scholars in Europe, Farinelli, Balden- 
sperger, Hazard, I. G. Robertson, has long since ceased to 
dazzle American scholars. Combatively if not always 
gratefully, they have lately questioned the methods and the 
definition of Comparative Literature once proposed by the 
French school and, like many intellectual products from 
Paris, for a time unquestionably followed by other nations. 
In 1958 the victory appears as a brilliant one. How will 
Comparative Literature in America use it? The true chal- 
lenge is here and now. An immense achievement will be 
expected, and probably critically scrutinized, by other na- 
tions from the country whose manifest destiny it now is to 
lead the world intellectually as well as materially. 

It would be childish of our discipline to boast of its 
triumph merely because it now has a variety of groups at 
our yearly convention, a budget of its own in several uni- 
versities, the lenient ear of provosts and deans, and because 
the departments of English are by now resigned to an 
infringement of their preserves by the poaching vagrant. 
Our loyalty never was to Comparative Literature as a sac- 
rosanct label, but to our universities as a whole and to the 
intellectual inarch forward of the country. Only through 
combining audacity and wisdom, criticism and imagina- 
tion, range and depth can Comparative Literature in" the 
next twenty-five years of our Association succeed in coming 
up to the expectations of those who have led it to its present 
proud estate. 

The material means funds, libraries, research facilities, 
grants for travel, secretarial assistance, fellowships for our 
students we have, to a degree greater than any other 
country, even if not commensurate with our wishes and 



A Backward and a Forward Glance 171 

claims. We need ampler funds for publishing series of 
monographs and more particularly for two kinds of publi- 
cations now grievously missed: first, collections of essays 
and studies to give shelter to fifty- to one hundred-page 
studies, too long for Comparative Literature, too brief for a 
book, but often the ideal size for publishing in revised form 
the best of our dissertations and the best we write later; 
then, a journal composed of nothing but serious book re- 
views, covering as many as possible of our diverse prov- 
inces, informative as well as critical, supplementing Books 
Abroad, emulating the excellent Studi Francesi, The Mod- 
ern Language Review of Cambridge, Litteris and Eras- 
mus, replacing the "recensiones" of the defunct Revue 
Critique and of many a pre-World War II German schol- 
arly journal. But and above all we need men, a spirit of 
fervor burning in them, the apostolic zeal in them which 
would bring forth vocations and disciples, and a periodical 
redefinition of our goals and methods, or perhaps of the 
Mallarmean absence of the latter. 

Great teachers of Comparative Literature have not been, 
and are not at present, scarce in America, either American 
born or (to mention only those not now actively teaching) 
Europeans like Guerard, Baldensperger, Spitzer, Auer- 
bach, Vietor, Borgese who were proud of joining a faculty 
in the New World. For reasons which should some day be 
elucidated, they have not, however, trained as many 
disciples of distinction as might have been expected. Was 
their own knowledge discouragingly vast, their wealth of 
allusions too bewildering? Did they expect a richer classical 
background and a more intimate familiarity with philologi- 
cal science and with several languages than American 
students were equipped with? Is the relationship between 
students and teachers, behind an appearance of easy in- 
formality, less conducive to an impregnation of the students 
by the mind of the revered "Maitre" than was the case at 
Marburg or Bonn, at Madrid, at Oxford and at the Ecole 
Normale Superieure? Should we practice the hitherto un- 
American hero worship of great teachers? Or have the 
foreign masters been reluctant to understand the American 
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scene fully and to continue inspiring, criticizing, stimu- 
lating their former students after they had secured their 
doctor's parchment? No country stresses research and pro- 
duction as much as America does in her faculties; no teach- 
ing staff abroad does as much to provide students with all 
the tools for advanced work and to spare them the hundred 
difficulties which men of the older generations had to solve 
by trial and error in their youth. Yet a disappointingly 
small number of our Ph.D.'s retain an urge to produce after 
thirty or thirty-five. Very few keep on growing and writing 
in the last two decades of their career. This is especially 
deplorable in Comparative Literature, where the bold fresh- 
ness of youth, which often effects the most striking dis- 
coveries in science, has to be buttressed by a vast amount of 
reading in three or four languages, for which no short cut 
can be devised. 

Is our subject itself to be blamed for the small output of 
important works of a comparative character? Or are our 
methods sterile or effete? We know that the quality of our 
students is high, indeed higher than that of the graduate 
students in English, in American studies or in languages. 
Many, who came to this country from war ridden lands in 
the early nineteen forties, brought with them a varied back- 
ground in foreign tongues and acquired, not only the lan- 
guage, but the spirit of America and the insight into the 
English tradition without which there can be no com- 
paratist. The philosophical culture of those students and 
their zest for discussing ideas were also greater than had 
traditionally been the case with Anglo-Saxon students. The 
philosophical approach to literature is probably the most 
momentous novelty introduced into criticism in the English 
language since 1900. 

That philosophical outlook must be assigned on the 
credit side. It contrasted with the traditional attitude of 
English criticism, empirical and more fond of the descrip- 
tion of individualities and of biographies than of imperious 
generalizations and of labels imported from across the 
Channel. Tocqueville long ago had remarked that the 
Americans were perilously less afraid of general ideas than 
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the British. Their criticism has lately appeared to stand as 
heir to the theoretical disquisitions on literature and art 
which used to be favored by German scholars rather than 
to the urbane and Epicurean enjoyment of literature which 
was the privilege of Leslie Stephen, Saintsbury, W. P. Ker 
or Walter Raleigh, H. G. Grierson, Leslie Stephen's own 
daughter and Lord David Cecil. In a parallel move, we 
have, not without some ridiculous excess, pinnacled the 
effigy of Coleridge over the intense inane where supreme 
critics breathe the incense burnt in our temples. Conversely, 
we have demoted the more indigenous critics like Dryden 
and Hazlitt who had approached literature more naively 
but more racily. 

The result has been a proliferation of works ranging 
over several countries, hence comparative in a loose sense, 
dealing with ideas held on literature rather than with liter- 
ary works themselves. We are, thanks to those works, far 
better informed on the theory of imagination held by Eng- 
lish romantic poets, on the obscure origins of symbolism 
before the Symbolists, on the unconscious in philosophy 
and literature, or on the latent Bergsonism which doctri- 
naire critics insist upon discovering in any one who wrote 
between 1895 and 1930. Whether we perceive the poetry 
of Coleridge or of Verlaine, Rilke and Valry better for 
that extraneous knowledge is more doubtful. Whether the 
critics themselves, in the past or around us, were or are 
the better for holding theoretical views on literature and its 
essential significance is even more uncertain. A teacher 
( and alas! few critics can afford not to be teachers ) needs a 
rich supply of broad ideas on which he can fall back when 
he has tersely declared that a work is great and is at a loss 
to explain why. A critic needs taste, which may, but may 
not, rest on an ability to perceive general relationships 
among diversely capricious works. 

Comparative Literature has been taken to task for grant- 
ing too much attention to sources, influences, to the patient 
but pedestrian following of an author's fortunes in a foreign 
land or of his readings in exotic works. This kind of study 
had indeed been worn thin by being turned into a string of 
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recipes available to any tyro. It applied causality awk- 
wardly and thought it could explain talent by its anteced- 
ents. Lately and in America in particular the trend in our 
studies veered sharply to another fashion: parallels were 
arbitrarily assigned between authors in different languages 
who had cast their visions of life into a similar mold or 
who had displayed a remotely analogous interest in the 
Bildungsroman or in the workings of fatality in tragedy. 
The peril is the same, forever threatening the comparative 
study of literature: a lack of respect for the unique origi- 
nality of an author and for the mystery of his creative act. 
One of the most moving confessions made by a comparative 
scholar should be engraved on the walls of all our seminar 
rooms: Arturo Farinelli's contribution to the Melanges 
Baldensperger (1930), in which the disillusioned Italian 
professor chided the national pride which lurked behind the 
theories of world literature and the volumes of those who 
specialized in pointing out influences and borrowings: 
a Humbly should we descend to individuals and abandon 
groups and huge ensembles . . . Theorizing on so-called 
world literature, a chimerical dream, leads to facile judg- 
ments passed on the qualities and weaknesses of nations 
... As if periods, turned into spiritual beings, molded 
men, while men select and determine what they believe to 
be periods." 

Like all noble disciplines, Comparative Literature must 
glory in the perils that it incessantly has to skirt and not 
take refuge in timidity. "Better be imprudent moveables 
than prudent fixtures" could be its motto as culled by Gide 
from Keats' letters* But, like history proper, that branch 
of history of literature lately annexed by history of ideas, if 
properly practiced, should bring us fresh insight into the 
mistakes of others, perhaps even into our own past ones. 
The two reefs against which the comparative navigator 
must ceaselessly fear shipwreck are the curse of bigness 
and the curse of littleness. 

Just now, and in America in particular, bigness, under 
the shape of philosophical speculation and the deification of 
literature as such, divorced from biography, history, soci- 
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ology, is our temptation. It might well dampen the audacity 
of young workers. Fleeing dual relationships as not prop- 
erly comparative and courting general literature, even in a 
Ph.D. thesis, demands more than average gifts. But condi- 
tions in this country impose a rather swift completion of the 
dissertation, and only the second book by a scholar usually 
proves to be worthy of him and is addressed to his peers and 
the public, not merely to a carping thesis committee. It is 
questionable whether our students would not gain from 
undertaking the orthodox kind of comparative study which 
used to be assigned by French and German professors to 
their meek disciples in the earlier years of this century. 

Monographs on travelers from one country into a strange 
land may often have been anecdotic and superficial. Never- 
theless, a comprehensive study of French or English travel- 
ers in Russia, of French travelers in Greece, even of Japan 
seen through Western eyes, would be a rich subject of 
study and could be turned into a profound one. Mallarm6 
in Germany, Rimbaud in America, Theophile Gautier 
and the Parnassians in Hispanic poetry are far from being 
worthless fields of inquiry. "Stendhal and Italy" would 
range far beyond the adopted Milanese's travels, plagia- 
risms and testaments; it might well penetrate to the core of 
Stendhal's psychology, with his obstinate cherishing of a 
vision of Italy which he secretly knew to be chimerical, the 
perpetual self-delusion of the analyst who contended that 
his whole universe was annihilated when he failed to see 
clearly. "Taine and Germany" is a less obvious topic than 
Taine and England, but perhaps a more central one. 
"Flaubert and the ancient world" still awaits a synthesis, 
as does Hegelianism in England. Kafka or Faulkner in 
France, if treated with both precision and breadth, might 
be very revealing on both the writer whose fortune would 
be studied and on the country which acclaimed, distorted, 
transfigured him. There are many fields still untilled in the 
vast expanse of even Western European literatures, envis- 
aged in dual relationships. We need not yield to the vertigo 
of philosophical speculation or of perpetual prolegomena to 
a theory of literature, for fear that biographical and histori- 
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cal methods may be out of favor with the modems. Fashion 
should hold less sway with academic minds than it does. 

The weakness inherent in many comparative studies had 
better be acknowledged with humility. We often tend to 
envisage a work of art only from the outside and to explore 
it solely on its fringe, in the impulse which sprang from a 
foreign contact, in the strange or exotic experience which 
unleashed the creative power. The essential secrets of a 
work of art must still be sought in the psychology of its 
author and in the technical means used by him. The na- 
tional history or interpretation of a literature will, in the 
majority of cases, remain more important than the explora- 
tion of its foreign contacts or the merging of individual 
writers into a lake or an international sea with currents, 
eddies and whirlpools. Wise comparatists shudder at those 
catalogues of college courses which concoct a stew or a 
Russian salad of tragic, epic, satirical or lyrical writers 
from half a dozen lands read, inevitably, in translation. 
The triumph of our discipline has perhaps extended too far 
and wide. We have, as the professors of English have 
recently remarked, immeasurably extended "our usable 
past." English literature proper appears provincial to many 
who teach it and who far prefer Stendhal to Dickens, 
Dostoevsky to Meredith, Thomas Mann to Galsworthy, and 
Proust to E. M. Forster. Lionel Trilling interestingly com- 
mented on that dwindling prestige of English literature in 
American (and even in British) education in an article of 
The Sewanee Re-view (Summer 1958). But our aesthetic 
perceptiveness and our delight in beauty and form have 
suffered in the process which has catapulted us toward 
ideas as expressed in literature. We search for a message 
just as naively, or as all-too-humanly, as our Victorian 
ancestors did. But the message must not soothe our anx- 
iety; it should rather provide us with new reasons to nurture 
it and to surround it with the bristling jargon which has 
become the modern critic's armor. 

If we are justified in asserting that Comparative Litera- 
ture has now reached full recognition in American academic 
life and runs the danger of losing the zeal which prompted 
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it when it still was the privilege of a few seeking to convert 
the many, how can it gain new vigor periodically and fulfill 
its role in a specifically American environment? 

First by eschewing nationalism which, understandably 
enough, reappeared in Germany after 1933, in Spain ever 
intent on preserving its "Hispanidad" from cultural im- 
perialism from across the Pyrenees, in French studies of "le 
mirage allemand," in many a patronizing or churlish com- 
ment of British weeklies on American scholarship. Of all 
countries, this one has extended the most generous wel- 
comes to foreign intellectuals and has realized that it stood 
to gain from their preservation of their native originality. 
American criticism is today so remarkably independent of 
influences from abroad, even so autochthonous, that it need 
not fear foreign imports. Our learned journals are the 
freest from the taint of nationalism in the world. At the 
same time, and happily so, American writers have pre- 
served their own originality; they are, for the most part, 
too incurious of what is done abroad to bow to the prestige 
of Malraux, Moravia, Camus, Hesse or even that of the 
picaresque and amusedly angry rebels from England. Their 
chief obsession continues to be: What does it mean to be an 
American? Why and how am I one? How can I strike roots 
in Brooklyn, Carmel, Tennessee or New Orleans? How 
can I ever be big enough, torrential, Whitinanesque enough 
to portray this huge country? 

Secondly, the specific problem facing all scholars and 
teachers of literature in this land is to enlarge their public, 
to convert a greater proportion of our millions of college 
graduates into readers of good books, or of books "period," 
after they have matured into doers convinced that only 
those who cannot do, read or think. We have vastly ex- 
tended our usable past and assumed the heritage, not only 
of English literature but of two or three others, as our 
college curricula testify. It is the function of Comparative 
Literature to shake off abstruse pedantry, to rise above 
minutiae, and to broaden the audience interested in foreign 
writers and literary and artistic movements and trends of 
the past and of the present. Our own specialized journals 
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are estimable but reach only a few hundreds out of twenty- 
five million college graduates. Foreign letters receive a 
woefully niggardly place in the columns of our supposedly 
most cultured monthlies and quarterlies. 

The fault is ours in part. We have waged war against 
biography as a legitimate adjunct to criticism. We have 
thus dehumanized it. Yet can we actually enjoy and judge 
D. H. Lawrence, Proust, Yeats, Scott Fitzgerald, Mallarme 
himself unless we know something about their lives and the 
circumstances in which they created? It may be weakness in 
us to be curious of concrete details, and the exasperation of 
our highbrows at the trivial and meaningless description of 
personalities in which The New Yorker or Time magazine 
indulge is understandable. But as a refined Augustan, 
Addison, once remarked, "A reader seldoms peruses a 
book with pleasure until he knows whether the writer of 
it was a black man or a fair man, of a mild or choleric dis- 
position, married or a bachelor." The American reader of 
today is not necessarily guilty in resembling the spectator 
of Queen Anne's age who sharpened his interest in letters, 
and his taste, in haunting coffeehouses. When all is said, 
the enigma of talent or genius is still with us, and it invites 
us to inquire how a certain individual with human frailties 
has created a work which far transcends him. 

We may well also have erred in our insistence upon a 
work of art as an autonomous and autotelic body of signs 
and symbols and in severing the links between such a work 
and its public. Anyone who has approached writers, who 
has known playwrights, who has perused the Journals of 
Gide or the desultory pieces written by such lofty minds as 
those of Valery and Thomas Mann, must know that half 
at least of their work was prompted by outside motives: 
orders from publishers, from review editors, pleas from 
literary friends, from theatrical directors, who in their turn 
voiced or echoed the demands from the public. Far more 
essays, plays, novels, even poems than we imagine have 
been and are, at their inception, suggested to the creator 
by some outside intervention. Of course, the work then 
soars above the circumstances under which it arose: it be- 
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comes Hamlet, Don Juan^ Siegfried or La Jeune Parque. 
Still, in an age which thinks in terms of the collective and 
when social studies display such provocative vigor, it is 
paradoxical that literary criticism should thus neglect re- 
search into the public for which one writes. We have a 
dozen monographs on the subject (for the theatre in par- 
ticular, and for fiction ) ; we need scores of them. Malraux is 
fond of repeating that all great art maintains its validity, 
not through a sovereign monologue, but through an in- 
vincible dialogue. Too little is granted in our studies to one 
of the interlocutors, the collective public. Comparative 
Literature might gain much from monographs on the pub- 
lics (misoneist, lethargic, snobbish, hostile, provoking, 
malleable) for which, or against which, literature was com- 
posed. Such studies need in no way be undertaken in a 
deterministic spirit and disregard the ultimate freedom of 
the creative act, the most unpredictable of all responses to a 
demand or to stimuli. 

Thus conceived, Comparative Literature might well en- 
able us today to shake off the tyranny of vogues which 
lately have spread over American criticism and made our 
profession one of the most gregarious of all. An English 
woman of remarkable common sense, Helen Gardner, in 
one of her lectures collected as The Limits of Criticism 
(Oxford University Press, 1956) wrote: 

I cannot feel satisfied with a literary criticism which substitutes 
for the conception of the writer as "a man speaking to men" 
the conception of the writer as an imagination weaving sym- 
bolic patterns to be teased out by intellect, and in its concen- 
tration on the work by itself ends by finding significance in 
what the work suggests rather than in what it says, and di- 
rects our imagination towards types and figures rather than 
towards their actualization. 

The same author adds, with no less wisdom, that any criti- 
cal method soon reaches a point where its deficiencies out- 
weigh its merits. That point is reached all the sooner, in- 
deed, as the method has held greater sway over apprentices 
who have worn it thin through the dogmatic enthusiasm 
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of neophytes. We believe that the methods or the assump- 
tions which were in favor in the last fifteen years have thus 
reached a point of no return and that the public around us 
awaits a new approach. The divorce between our potential 
audiences and our esoteric criticism has isolated us. Critics 
who write only for a few other critics, for those who will 
be subtle enough to read the same symbolic patterns in A 
Winter's Tale or the same theological message in other 
Shakespearean comedies as they ingeniously decipher, are 
doing a disservice to the diffusion of literature. A work of 
art is not merely an abstruse message hidden in code. By 
indulging our trade in the seclusion of university seminars 
and almost never encountering writers, we have forgotten 
how fallible, how pressed by time and greed and love, how 
eccentric and fanciful and disorderly, how tempted by pla- 
giarism and mystification, how unlike engineers striving for 
symbolic structure and functional imagery inspired writers 
can be. 

A perfect judge -will read each -work of -ant 
With the same spirit that its author writ, 

observed Pope. We have failed to heed that advice and have 
dehumanized literary creation through disregarding both 
what a writer thought he was intending to do and the public 
for which he was writing. It is a sad reflection on our cul- 
ture that so few critics exist away from academic centers of 
learning and in contact with the creators themselves. 

Comparative scholars may without arrogance submit 
that they have, in the last two or three decades, constituted 
the most open and the most adventurous group of literary 
historians in this country, and in several others. They can 
continue to lead, but in our opinion they will not do so 
through formulating a new methodology or even by stress- 
ing problems of method. There is not one but a hundred 
ways of being intelligent, sensitive, penetrating, precise and 
solid where precision and solidity are of the essence, irra- 
tional and brilliant when only an irrational and fanciful 
mind can cope with a work of art which defies stem logic. 
The best method is to be all that, and even more. 
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Our task is to remain aware of our limitations as critics. 
Criticism is a secondary activity and should avow it. It does 
not have to substitute its own intellectual subtlety for the 
lack of it in the creator. It must not rate itself above its sub- 
ject matter. A comparative scholar is even more liable than 
other scholars to take pride in his vast range and to drop 
names which dazzle the half-cultured, to warn creators 
haughtily that many have already attempted in other 
tongues and in strange climates what they are now trying to 
do, to tell them that they are but the reflections of a mysteri- 
ous Spirit of the Age, inserted into the no less mysterious 
frame of reference of a certain Zeitgeist. Let the scholar 
with more humility place himself at the service of the crea- 
tors. A critic's function should be to stir up interest in and 
discussion around a work of art, and thus to enlighten the 
public which will understand and stimulate the artist in its 
midst. We lack such discussion in twentieth-century Amer- 
ica and we have isolated artists more than they need be. A 
comparative scholar's function is to contribute to the task 
which every thinking American must today assume: that of 
accepting the cultural legacy of the ancient world and of 
Western Europe, tomorrow perhaps of Asia, and of en- 
riching that heritage still further through a keener aware- 
ness of American originality, transcending national preju- 
dices. His discipline is everywhere recognized as adult and 
independent. But his most precious boon is the suprana- 
tional spirit which convinces him that to be a man only of 
one country and of one age is today to be less than a man. 
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THE FEW SPECIFIC QUESTIONS to which this paper will 
be directed may be formulated thus: new challenges 
are today being thrown to the Humanities as traditionally 
conceived; what gain can be effected from some of the stric- 
tures levelled at us? Can we, as Plutarch, a Greek moralist 
who helped train generations of humanists, advised us, 
derive profit from the happy circumstance that we have 
enemies? 

Instead of dwelling in proud isolation, we also live in a 
collective era in which men multiply each other's power. 
We are more attentive than ever before to the sweep of 
huge gregarious forces, more aware of their potentialities 
for evil, but also for good. New disciplines attempt to alter 
man, perhaps to save his civilization, through a wider 
knowledge and a greater control of social factors. Can the 
Humanities gain from associating with social studies, or 
at least from understanding them with sympathy? 

A confrontation of literature (or of history, or of art 
history) with other disciplines is thus constantly in order. 
It should be undertaken with tolerance and open-minded- 
ness, but with no undue humility or in a spirit of sub- 
serviency. The meeting ground is extensive. "More con- 
sciousness" is the goal of any intelligent person today, 
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which implies a keener understanding of what differs most 
from him. But a sympathetic confrontation with other dis- 
ciplines would, and probably should, lead humanists to de- 
fine their goals and their methods anew, but also to pre- 
serve the originality of their own branch of knowledge and 
the validity of their own approach. The true scientific atti- 
tude for them is not to parade as imitators of scientific 
methods and achievements where those are out of place. 

At no time in history have the Humanities been so much 
talked about, lauded in more passionate and florid speeches, 
redefined with more conviction, and also with more efful- 
gent haziness, than in America today. Incoming freshmen, 
departing seniors equally patient under the admonitions 
showered upon them, alumni, parents, councils of educa- 
tors listen to their praise. Seldom if ever is a word heard 
indicting them. If humanists however "protest too much," 
it can only be due to a sense of guilt or to the consciousness 
of an undefined peril which they attempt to avert with 
humanistic eloquence. It may not be amiss to state the 
implicit charges against the Humanities baldly and to air 
grievances on both sides. 

In the eyes of many, the Humanities as traditionally con- 
ceived are too aristocratic and too exclusive: they are the 
privilege of a few who used to wear their knowledge of 
Latin as a badge pointing to their class superiority. A 
familiarity with English poets, French novelists, German 
philosophers, with art and music, is likewise taken to be the 
mark of genteel refinement, available only to those who en- 
joy leisure and indulge Epicurean tastes. It can only arouse 
invidiousness in the more practically directed individuals 
whose goal is success and whose training is technical and 
vocational. 

Others, less harried by pressing drives in their careers, 
concerned with the position of America as a world power 
supporting allies in five continents and anxious for their 
friendship, would submit that this country has failed to 
broaden the Humanities geographically and otherwise, that 
it remains obsessed by what may be termed "a Mediter- 
ranean fixation." At the same time if there is any universal 
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validity in the Hellenic-Roman-Christian heritage which 
lies at the core of liberal education in the Western World, 
that heritage should not be cherished as an exclusive pos- 
session by the Western nations which are at present re- 
duced to being a minority on our planet. One of the startling 
phenomena of our age is the spread of Western science, 
technique, political thought, even of separation between 
Church and State and of agnosticism, and of the new reli- 
gion of nationalism, to the continents of Asia and Africa. 
But the best of Western humanism and whatever wisdom 
accrued to the West from its Mediterranean legacy have 
not spread accordingly. It is now imperative that we extend 
to the lands of Asia and Africa the benefit of what has been 
tested by time as the most precious in the Humanities and, 
without diluting that elixir overmuch, that we generously 
let many non-Western peoples drink from our once exclu- 
sive fountain. We cannot afford to leave too many "barbar- 
ians" from the outside untouched by our values and ideals, 
or we will soon be overrun by an invasion from the wrathful 
populations of underprivileged lands which would far out- 
range the invasions which, fifteen centuries ago, overran 
the Roman empire. 

The danger is just as great that the humanists and tradi- 
tionalists in our midst may be crushed or reduced to im- 
potence by the "barbarians of the interior." The Humani- 
ties have barely extended their beneficent influence to a thin 
layer of our most democratic societies. The proportion of 
true humanists (and of statesmen, and even of inventive 
scientists) in a country of 170 million people, contrasted 
to the same proportion a century or two ago in a country of 
a few million people, is not a flattering one for us. It is 
reckoned that two thirds at least of those who read comics 
(and hardly anything else) are adults. Adult education and 
a meaningful utilization of leisure are the greatest needs of 
our democratic societies. The truest friends of labor, who 
with such high expectations once envisaged unions as a 
potential focus of cultivation of the arts and of ideas, have 
been disillusioned. If the Humanities constitute the fittest 
training for an elite, they should be made accessible to 
growing numbers among us and become democratized. 
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A final charge has lately assailed humanists: that of com- 
placency and aloofness. It is contended that they refuse to 
evince any interest in the sciences which should be altering 
their picture of the world today; their humanism is thus 
cramped and lacks the courage to build a philosophy upon 
the sciences and upon the techniques of their day, a courage 
that Greek thinkers and also humanists of the times of 
Bacon, Descartes, Pascal, Hume had once possessed. They 
affect scorn for the practicality which is supposed to obsess 
those who cc think with their hands," but seldom try to 
meet them hah 7 way. Their outlook upon the exterior world 
is thus outdated and timid. They do not display much more 
curiosity for the behavioral sciences or for the category of 
the collective, which nevertheless permeates all the walks 
of life around them and molds the moods of most people. 
Too much that is human, if not always expressed in pol- 
ished language, thus remains alien to them. The partition 
walls which absurdly separate cognate disciplines in our 
universities are often of their own erecting. 

Even if they will not listen to inimical arguments from 
those who grudge them the place their ancestors once oc- 
cupied, humanists are constrained to painful acknowledg- 
ments. They no longer attract, from the colleges or from 
the schools, the very best young men. Those gifted and 
ambitious youngsters are rather seduced, not even by sci- 
ence, but by the managerial professions: they study law, 
business administration, corporation finances, economic 
growth. The country's interest commands that such pro- 
fessions be staffed by men who have been submitted to a 
liberal arts training and understand the motives which move 
individuals and nations, and have always moved them. But 
the persistence of a power elite conversant with humanistic 
values also requires that a substantial portion of the most 
brilliant young men elect the teaching of humanities as a 
vocation. The current dissatisfaction with our schools sug- 
gests that such may no longer be the case. 

Our failure may be even more woeful in that we human- 
ists do not take sufficient advantage of the captive audiences 
of thousands of young men and women who, at a most 
receptive age, sit at our feet and imbibe our words. We 



LIFE, LITERATURE, AND LEARNING IN AMERICA 

should be imparting to them a passion for continued read- 
ing and for the enjoyment of beauty which should outlast 
the ordeals of competition and the stresses of middle age. 
It may be understandable that the enthusiasm aroused by 
poetry should flag after the years of passion and that men of 
forty should prefer to come to terms with reality when they 
cannot alter it through action. As Yeats mockingly or envi- 
ously puts it, 

For those that love the world serve it in action 
Grow rich, popular and full of influence; 
And should they paint or write, still it is action, 
The struggle of the fly in marmalade 

Yet it is to be lamented that, ten or fifteen years after 
graduation, men and women should be deprived of poetry 
when it is most needed in their lives. 

But philosophy, political thought, even history are, by 
the nature of things, forced upon the young or greedily 
devoured by them when they are not yet fully able to under- 
stand them. Aristotle in the sixth book of his Nicomachean 
Ethics had already noted that while young men do become 
mathematicians easily, they are hardly fit to be students of 
politics, for they have little experience, and the first prin- 
ciples in political and social disciplines come from experi- 
ence. "The young men have no convictions about the latter, 
but merely use the proper language." Unless college edu- 
cation provides the young men with more than an "ex- 
posure" to accumulated knowledge, namely with a hunger 
for more learning and a readiness to mature or to revise 
their views at middle age, it has failed to fulfill its purpose. 

The sad fact is that in Western countries the nominal 
elimination of illiteracy and the spread of college education 
to all those who seem, at eighteen, to be equipped for it 
have not multiplied the number of those who, in middle age, 
can become the leaders of politics, diplomacy, education, 
even of business. If we are not afflicted with arrested de- 
velopment at thirty or thereabouts, we only remain mallea- 
ble in a few lobes of our brains, while others yield to 
inertia if not to premature sclerosis. On university faculties 
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as in most branches of business where progress hinges 
upon executives with independent ideas and where dis- 
coveries demand imagination and a challenge to conform- 
ity, we suffer from a shortage of men of considerable stature 
aged 40 to 55 and have to bid high for the few of them. A 
noxious breeze withers, in the middle thirties, the fresh 
promises of our young graduates. The education of many a 
humanist, like that of a social scientist or of a political 
thinker, should be undertaken anew twenty years after he 
has left college. If he was truly trained in the spirit and not 
merely in the letter of the humanities, he should then have 
remained plastic enough to learn again and to interpret his 
broadened experience of life through the lens, or the code, 
with which his formal studies had provided him. We can- 
not expect our contemporaries, with the prospect of twenty 
more years of active life than their great grandparents en- 
joyed and in a world twenty times more complex, to go on 
living from twenty-five to seventy-five on the lore accumu- 
lated in their years of physical growth. We should serve 
society far better if we insisted, in the middle of our lives, 
upon deepening or extending our education. The test of the 
validity of the humanities lies in their being lived. 

Humanists are not especially addicted to self-pity or to 
moaning over their fate and to casting envious glances at 
colleagues more amply favored with material goods. They 
have the right to say, however, that the progress achieved 
in their field, and in others, would in America have been 
even more commensurate with the immense facilities en- 
joyed here if fewer impositions of a secondary nature had 
been made upon them. The work load of professors in 
America is probably heavier than in any other great coun- 
try; the time allowed scholars to avail themselves of li- 
braries, well-equipped seminar rooms, contacts with other 
scholars is probably the scantiest anywhere. 

Dean Inge used to submit that the role of boredom in 
history has always been underestimated. True enough, and 
the biography of many a great man shows that, because 
he was impatiently waiting for the circumstances in which 
he could display his full measure, a future statesman or 
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warrior (Bonaparte, Lyautey exemplify this) vented his 
"taedium vitee" in the letters of his youth. Our students 
may well owe more to the boredom that we inflict upon 
them than they realize at the time and Alfred North White- 
head may well have rightly argued that the most urgent 
need in American education is not for good teaching (there 
is much of it and it sterilizes the potentialities for research 
of the teachers) but for good learning. 

But humanists are, or should be, humble enough to 
practice some breast-beating and to admit their wrongs. 
The relationship between the sciences, the social sciences, 
and the humanities is not always very cordial, very intel- 
ligent or very fruitful. It would be idle to blind ourselves to 
evidence. The humanists affect to sneer at the social scien- 
tists, with their specialized and often jargonic language, 
and to consider the scientists as deficient in spiritual values 
and only concerned with technicity. The scientists distrust 
the eloquence of teachers of literature, the vagueness of 
their reasoning, the vapid rhetoric under which they at 
times disguise their amateurishness, the poverty of their 
tools, their inability to marshal factual evidence. Such 
clashes among persons devoted to the life of the mind are 
not in themselves deserving of censure. Creativeness is 
seldom fostered by approval and by complacent applause. 

Confronting our views and our methods (or the lack of 
them) with those of our colleagues in the sciences or in 
social disciplines should prove as beneficent for us as it 
would be for them. With all the facilities for interdiscipli- 
nary communication afforded by life on our campuses, by 
our "houses," "colleges" or faculty clubs, by our lip service 
to Integration with a capital "F (on the definition of which 
our deans try as desperately, and as vainly, to agree as 
theologians once did on sin), we all work in regrettable 
isolation and fail to learn from opposing each other, if not 
from mutual borrowing. Listening to the doubts and preju- 
dices which the study of literature and of philosophy 
arouses in the scientists and the social scientists would in 
no way imply that the humanists are surrendering to their 
rivals. Having willingly entered into the laboratories of 
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their challengers, they would probably acquire a keener 
awareness of the original residue of their own discipline, of 
its authenticity where it is not reducible to other methods. 
More harm is probably done to literature and criticism by 
those who inscribe on their pediment "Noli me tangere" 
and only want to treat "literature as such" or in its purest 
"se" than by those who question its goal and methods from 
the outside. The clown's reply, in the last act of Twelfth 
Night, to the Duke who asks him how he fares, is more 
profound than comic: "Truly, sir, the better for my foes and 
the worse for my friends." 

It must be confessed outright that, while humanists have 
for the last few decades stood on the defensive, the scien- 
tists and even more the social scientists have not concealed 
their arrogant conviction that they were riding the wave of 
the future. Their devotion to their disciplines, their fervor 
in promoting them, their fanatical zeal in converting neo- 
phytes, their tireless energy in publishing volume after 
volume on "modern sociological theory" or "the Behavioral 
Sciences today" should invite us to emulate them: they have 
arrogated to themselves the mission of saving the modern 
world through changing it. A century ago or even less, a 
similar faith swelled the hearts of the Symbolist poets in 
France or of Walt Whitman when, in his Democratic 
Vistas., in 1871, he proclaimed that literature had "become 
the only general means of morally influencing the world." 

The reluctance of humanists to come to terms with the 
present and to deal boldly with the history, the thought, 
the art, the music, the books of their own time contributed 
to the seizure of a position of strength by the social scien- 
tists. The oft-quoted charge levelled at philosophers by 
Kierkegaard is not undeserved; nor is it by other human- 
ists: "We live forward, but we understand backward." It 
was more comfortable to study Sophocles, Dante, Mon- 
taigne, Donne over again than to venture a judgment on 
the as yet unrecognized creators struggling in our midst. 
Of course the best in the past is constantly alive and its 
study enriches the present and affords us perspective and 
discernment. Even small details may lead to momentous 
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conclusions when a synthetical or Imaginative mind later 
reinterprets them. But the indictment of antiquarianism is 
not undeserved by us. The scornful epithet of Alexandrine 
is used by some to characterize our preoccupation with too 
minute details of a remote past. The collection of data by 
some of us can be a hobby, as harmless but hardly more 
exalted or more broadening to the mind than the collection 
of stamps or matchboxes. 

If we do not sufficiently revitalize the past, we also give 
to many the impression that our concern lies primarily with 
the stock-taking of accumulated knowledge. It was neces- 
sarywhen Renaissance humanists first rediscovered anti- 
quity, then when the industrious scholars and editors of 
the Teubner or the Loeb or the Guillaume Bude classical 
libraries, the compilers of Pauly-Wissowa or of Daremberg 
and Saglio classical encyclopedias accomplished their ad- 
mirable work of recension, publication and translation 
that the legacy of Greece and Rome be made readily 
available to us. New dictionaries (of music, of architec- 
ture), new glossaries and concordances, even new bibliog- 
raphies will be needed. 

But too many humanistic scholars devote themselves to 
those tasks and eschew the more creative reinterpretation of 
the ancient or the modern writers and artists which requires 
less ant- or beaver-like patience but more imaginative bold- 
ness and greater insight. Too many departments of Eng- 
lish consider themselves as factories turning out volume 
after volume of Milton's minor works, of Dr. Johnson's or 
his biographer's complete (and over-complete) writings, of 
the notebooks or diaries of every great and small American 
author. Exhaustive bibliographies of all articles treating of 
Goethe or of Gide or of Faulkner in the last decade are a 
worthy labor of love on the part of their authors. But they 
do not promote the stock of the humanities with our stu- 
dents or with our colleagues. They even discourage young 
talents through frightening them away from a fresh rein- 
terpretation of the texts of great writers by the sad convic- 
tion that all has already been said or that they first must 
read every article, note and review perpetrated on the 
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writer whom they admired. There is a time for accumulat- 
ing data and there is one also for syntheses which will 
stimulate newcomers to the scaling of greater heights. 
Humanists have been paralyzed by timidity and diffidence. 
Historicism, as the Europeans call it, has corroded too many 
creative talents since it afflicted the modem world in the 
first years of the nineteenth century, in the same way as too 
much attention paid to the lessons of the past has waylaid 
statesmen and generals, whose insight into the mistakes 
of others discouraged fresh and audacious thinking and 
acting. 

Must the humanists remain antiquarian and often Alex- 
andrian, and stubbornly reject any accretion of prestige 
from the pursuit of objectivity, of scientific precision, of 
methods insusceptible of a general application? The com- 
plex questions involved in the application of scientific meth- 
ods to history, philosophy, art history, linguistics cannot 
here be raised. A separate essay would be needed to deal 
with each of them. The remarks which follow will be 
limited to literature. 

A century or so ago, most conspicuously with the genera- 
tion of Taine, Renan (in his youth) and with their 
successors such as Smile Hennequin who advocated scien- 
tific criticism, the students of literature, permeated with 
positivistic influences, eyed the achievement of science with 
jealousy. They tried to formulate laws codifying the rela- 
tionship of literature to society, the determination of talent 
or of genius by race, environment and by the spirit of the 
age or the momentum of tradition. A controlling force from 
which all other qualities stemmed was supposed to be hid- 
den at the center of any great man. Taine's celebrated 
manifestos constitute the most remarkable endeavor to 
found criticism scientifically. They have proved frail and 
nothing was easier for Taine's successors than to demolish 
his systematic structure. Still, with all his dogmatism and 
the eloquent logic with which he covered up his romantic 
fervor, Taine remains, if not the shrewdest critic, at least 
the most considerable sower of ideas on literature of the 
French nineteenth century. Edmund Wilson has acknowl- 
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edged that Taine's work "was what we call creative" and 
that the moral convictions of the critic who was branded in 
Ms day as an immoralist give his writing emotional power. 
Harry Levin, in 1948, praised Taine likewise for ridding 
us once for all of "the uncritical notion that books dropped 
like meteorites from the sky." Taine's undertaking will be 
imitated or emulated several times after him; it retains to- 
day its prestige with many young scholars whom the 
amateurish approach to literature discourages. If he under- 
stressed the aesthetic value of literary works, Taine taught 
us not to sever the work of art altogether from life, and that 
literature, in Harry Levin's phrase, is, in one of its aspects, 
"an institution. 1 " 

History and criticism are not, as Taine had rashly as- 
serted in April 1864, in a letter to Ernest Havet, compara- 
ble to physiology and to geology. They are, however, very 
close to social or, as we prefer to say today, to behavioral 
sciences. It would be idle to deny that several of our most 
distinguished works of intellectual history have, lately, 
been written by men who had been drawn to the social 
sciences, in their discontent with traditional history or with 
pure but overrefined and barren criticism. No influence 
(except that of Lanson, who himself conceded much to 
sociology) has been so seminal on the French school of 
historians and critics, between 1890 and 1920, as that of 
the renovator of French sociology, Emile Durkheim. 
Through Mm, the interpretation of ancient China, of an- 
cient Egypt, of Greece and Rome, of primitive cultures, 
of French, English, German letters received a powerful 
stimulus. Social scientists have occasionally erred in Amer- 
ica in naively viewing literature as a faithful mirror to the 
moods and "mores" portrayed in it. But the originality of 
the American historians of their literature since 1930 has 
been in their vast and social treatment of works which they 
seemed almost reluctant to rate as works of art comparable 
to those of Europe. Only with difficulty, and without con- 
verting the general public to their views, have a few aca- 
demic critics raised Melville and Henry James to the pin- 
nacle of literary greatness. However, excellent scholars 
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have lately brought forth historical studies of original merit 
through the broadminded and modest attention they paid 
to the contemporary progress of social sciences: David 
Potter in People of Plenty (University of Chicago Press, 
1954) and Henry Stuart Hughes in Consciousness and 
Society (Knopf, 1958 ) stand high among those builders of 
bridges between disciplines. 

The questions which the practitioners of the behavioral 
sciences ask themselves and ask us have probably little va- 
lidity for literary scholars at the present time. They may 
well, however, lead us to be less complacent about the 
autonomy of our own disciplines and to welcome the use of 
scientific methods whenever those methods prove applica- 
ble. Social scientists have sharpened their tools by collect- 
ing information in objective ways, formulating hypotheses 
from accumulated and as yet unexplained facts, verifying 
hypotheses when that can be done, avoiding unrestrained 
subjectivity and vagueness in terminology, and admitting 
their limited ability to make predictions in certain circum- 
stances. In their fervor for emulating the more precise sci- 
ences, they have often affected a haughty rigor which ill 
disguised the consciousness of their inferiority to the sci- 
entists who dealt with less capricious material than in- 
dividuals, societies or primitive cultures. They have de- 
veloped a vocabulary which horrifies those of us who still 
cling to the prejudice that anything can be expressed clearly 
if it is thought clearly enough and that the terminology 
once used by Plato or by Spinoza is adequate for any think- 
ing which goes on today. "Goal-oriented," "outward-di- 
rected," "organizational pattern," even the ubiquitous 
monster-verb, "to verbalize" may at some not very remote 
time appear to all of us as acceptable as "subjectivity" and 
"objectivity" against which the purists among humanists 
vituperated sixty years ago. 

The social scientists resent our sneers at their language 
and at their foolhardy claims. They behave at times like 
unacknowledged prophets or irate superannuated maidens 
eager to be liked by their literary confreres and to be 
humanized by them, and resentful at their isolation in the 
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traditionally liberal colleges. Where the humanists tax 
them with imperialist arrogance, they, in fact, often suffer 
from insecurity and undergo periodical crises of self-indict- 
ment. One of the most vigorous thinkers among sociologists 
and one of the least intimidated rapists of that coy mistress 
of foreign-born American writers, the American language, 
Pitirim A. Sorokin, also became, as he reached the age of 
retirement from Harvard, the severest grand inquisitor of 
modern sociology, in a bulky and ruthless "mea culpa"": 
Fads and Foibles in Modern Sociology (Chicago: Regnery, 
1956). 

Literary scholars would be mendacious if they borrowed 
the language, the tools and the methods of science when 
presenting the results of their research which cannot be 
reduced to quantitative data. Graphs, charts, statistics, 
questionnaires, even psychological inquiries practiced by 
psychologists upon living writers, even psychoanalyses, are 
of real but very modest avail in the study of literary in- 
fluence. Willing as we may be to welcome science in our 
discipline and to sharpen in our turn our very amateurish 
tools, we can never yield on a few essential points; it would 
be churlish not to admit it unambiguously and thus to de- 
ceive social scientists and ourselves. Those points are: 

1 ) Much of our interest is in the past a past which is 
already alive, eternally present, more timely for us than a 
great deal which in the present is half-dead and imitative. 
We can never be, like the social scientists, ahistorical. 

2 ) Our concern is not primarily with similarities, re- 
currences of analogous phenomena, features which make 
one artist similar to another one in his own age and country 
or of another land and of another era. It is not even with 
influences of one writer upon another or borrowings. In- 
deed, literary and artistic criticism has erred whenever it 
laid undue stress on borrowings and influences. "Poetry," 
said the poet Francis Thompson, "is a rootedly immoral 
art, in which success excuses well-nigh everything. . . . 
A great poet may plagiarize to his heart's content, provided 
he plagiarized well. w So may, and often does, a great critic, 
if any critic ever deserved that adjective. We deal with 
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differences primarily. A keener insight into singularity is 
onr goal. Our knowledge of history and of an author's back- 
ground cultivates an historical taste which is essential in our 
studies. We learn how to appreciate historically a past era, 
a style, a mood and shun the narrow confines of him who is 
a willing prisoner of one culture and of one age. 

3 ) But that historical taste, through which many an 
eminent art or literary historian has illuminated and ex- 
plained the past for us, has little in common with another 
taste: that which makes it possible for us to discover, to 
appreciate and to appraise, to enjoy, and to interpret for 
others what is new, fresh, vivid, deep in the works appear- 
ing now in our midst. That personal taste, not very dis- 
similar at the start from the taste of a gourmet, of a wine 
taster, of a lover of women, of clothes, of perfumes, has not 
often been the privilege of those who know most about the 
past or who proposed the most elaborate concepts on art 
and letters. To know is not to feel. But to feel is not neces- 
sarily to know. And if impressionism is an inevitable ad- 
junct of all criticism, that impressionism must not shirk 
the embarrassing questions of the social scientist: 'Why 
do you feel thus?" "Can you be sure that your impression 
is to be lasting, shared by others, susceptible of being rea- 
soned about, legitimized?" "Can you in all fairness set up 
your own impression and that of a few others who feel as 
you do, as a general rule?" 

4 ) To distrust the subjective impressions of a cultured 
and presumably refined observer of art and letters and to 
take refuge under the "judgment" of others or of a larger 
group of readers would not only be shirking our duties as 
critics but bowing to impressions no less subjective and 
often less independent: for others may be swayed by pub- 
licity, hasty reviewers, tides of fashion, superficial charm. 
A trained and an honest critic may derive assistance from 
having studied the past as well as the present, literatures 
other than his own, the society and historical context be- 
hind the literature; in a word, he should have ascertained 
that he knows most of what there is to be known. But his 
knowledge should not be exhaustive to the point of dulling 
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the vividness of his perception or antiquarian to the point of 
instilling into Mm the distrust of novelty. Goethe, when he 
failed in his assiduous attempt at composing an epic on 
the Achilleid, confessed sadly that "only faulty knowledge 
is creative." American critics, even more than their British 
cousins such as Dr. Johnson, Hazlitt and Pater, in whom 
the proximity to the wine tasters across the Channel main- 
tained some sensuous delight in art, too often resemble mis- 
sionaries in search of souls to be saved or engineers seeking 
solidity, structure, and the "resolution of tensions" in a 
work of art. Lord David Cecil, who likes to mock his 
Puritanical colleagues of the New World, wrote in The 
Fine Art of Reading (London and New York, 1957) "Art 
is not like mathematics or philosophy. It is a subjective, 
sensual and highly personal activity in which facts and 
ideas are the servants of fancy and feeling; and the artist's 
first aim is not truth but delight. ... It follows that the 
primary object of a student of literature is to be delighted; 
his duty is to enjoy himself." That Epicurean message, 
meant at arousing the ire of grave graduate students wiio 
read only to evaluate and seldom to enjoy, is a timely one. 
In a world which prizes its anxiety too highly and wallows 
in its tragic sense of life and of men, the now disregarded 
French advice of cultivating pleasure and turning it into 
happiness may be more than flippant cynicism. 

5) Whether it be a weakness or a strength of their 
studies, humanists are forced to formulate value-judgments 
at every stop of their pursuits. Let them do so with all the 
honesty and the conscientiousness, with all the precautions 
dictated by diffidence of fleeting impressions that they can 
muster. Let them define their vocabulary whenever they 
can, and not just words like "classical," "romantic," "mod- 
ern," but words of praise or blame which they bandy about 
with glibness: "great," "poor," "personal," "sincere," "in- 
tense, 97 "profound," "moving." We may well have to con- 
fess that, ultimately, we never know why a work is "great" 
and that a novel may be "good" and lasting, while having 
very few, or even none, of the features which we usually 
list as elements worthy of praise: structure, tension, sym- 
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metry of parts, perfection of form, justness or depth of 
underlying ideas, psychological insight. Literature is closer 
to life in this respect than other sciences or disciplines, for 
we likewise fail to pin a name upon the virtues or faults 
which make a man more alive, more powerful, more crea- 
tive than others. 

When all is said and while pursuing their quest for pre- 
cision, for intellectual rigor and submission to facts and to 
texts, literary scholars must proclaim with no undue shame 
that they do not judge according to fixed standards; for 
standards, usually established from past practice, would 
have the corrosive effect of closing our taste to the new, the 
unprecedented, the irrational, the chaotic in which the 
seeds for new greatness are perhaps germinating. Art, like 
life, is often irrational in its essence, and criticism should be 
irrational also if it is not to divorce itself perilously from 
creation. Impulse and emotion may be viewed as destruc- 
tive in engineering, in chemistry, in the behavioral sciences. 
Only the quantitatively measurable may be deemed ac- 
ceptable there. But even scientists do not inhabit a rigidly 
mechanical world. They are as emotionally directed as 
other human beings whenever they deal with politics, affec- 
tions, education. The value of literary and artistic studies 
lies in averting the prejudice that emotions, impulses, 
value-judgments can be shunned in the life of the spirit. 
Even stern T. S. Eliot avowed in Poetry and Poets "we do 
not fully understand a poem unless we enjoy it." 

Once the humanists, typified here by the students of 
literature, have made it clear that the very nature of their 
subject precludes surrendering their originality to social 
scientists, they are, or should be, all the readier to coop- 
erate with sociologists in exploring the border provinces of 
their domain. Much remains to be done in attempting a 
sociology of literature or a social history of art. The So- 
ciology of Literary Taste by Levin L. Schucking, trans- 
lated from the German in 1945; Robert Escarpifs lively 
sketch of a Sociologie de la litter ature (1957); Arnold 
Hauser's Social History of Art (reprinted in 1957 in four 
volumes) or the fragmentary views of a widely cultured 



LIFE, LITERATURE, AND LEARNING IN AMERICA 

pianist, Arthur Loesser, in Men, Women and Pianos, a So- 
cial History (1954) are only approximations to the system- 
atic studies on the interrelations of arts and social dis- 
ciplines which should be undertaken. The most intelligent 
program for such interdisciplinary studies was sketched as 
early as 1904 by a French scholar, Gustave Lanson, who 
cannot be suspected of ever having betrayed literary his- 
tory, in a remarkable article on literary history and sociol- 
ogy first printed that year in the Revue de Metaphysique 
et de Morale. That program has not yet been fulfilled. 

Literary study deals with individuals in the more orig- 
inal aspects of their individualities and with works which 
are singled out by posterity as differing from the mass of 
mediocre books published daily. Yet we view those writers 
and their books as representative of their culture and of 
their age at the same time as we call them "great" because 
they transcended their age. Do they indeed express, con- 
sciously or unwillingly, the group in which they appeared? 
Are they the mouthpieces, or as Victor Hugo phrased it, the 
sonorous echoes of their culture, or the anticipators of a 
social and intellectual state of things as yet unborn but 
which their work helps create? 

Answers to such questions require painstaking inquiries 
on a great many cases, the classification of those cases into 
categories, the careful attention to the distinctions to be 
traced between isolated and relatively independent creators 
(poets, painters) and those who depend upon the observa- 
tion of a social group for their material (novelists of man- 
ners, realistic novelists); between those who can afford to 
wait for their public and gradually to mold it (poets) and 
those who cannot survive without being understood, appre- 
ciated, assisted by collaborators and interpreters (com- 
posers of operas and symphonies, architects, dramatists ) . 
Not social scientists necessarily, but rather literary histo- 
rians who have willingly learned from the techniques of 
behavioral disciplines should be the men to undertake the 
patient research necessitated by such questions. 

Similarly, much loose talk has gone on and goes on 
around the Zeitgeist, or spirit of the age, which we con- 
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ceive anthropomorphically as a force animating all the prac- 
titioners of the different literary or artistic genres at the 
same time. We imagine that there was one common spirit 
permeating the writers or artists whom we now call 
baroque, or the English poets living around 1815-30 
(gladly forgetting Jane Austen, the Utilitarians, the many 
unromantics of those same years, the rifts among the so- 
called romantics, the mutual hostility of successive genera- 
tions, etc. ) . We do not wonder why, if there ever was such 
a thing as a Symbolist atmosphere in France around La- 
forgue, Verlaine, Villiers, Mallarme, Debussy, Odilon 
Redon, Gauguin, it was breathed by such a small band of 
unrecognized men and failed to affect fiction, philosophy, 
the drama, most of the painters, the musical enthusiasts of 
Wagner, of Offenbach and of Charpentier. In our opinion, 
few assumptions are more frail than that which, long after 
the event, assigns a common social context and a similar 
Zeitgeist to the several creators of a certain age and of a 
given country. A few pioneers, usually ignored by their con- 
temporaries who banish them as abnormal, obscure, de- 
lirious, asocial, unrepresentative eccentrics (Shelley or 
Manet or Baudelaire or Gide or Proust of Joyce or Law- 
rence), are, long after they have reached success or the 
refuge of the grave, exalted by historians as the mirrors 
to their age. The question of the representativeness of cre- 
ators and of their relations to their own era is an infinitely 
complex one, on the elucidation of which literary scholars 
familiar with sociological research should launch con- 
certed efforts. 

Again, in several branches of literature and of the arts, 
masterpieces can only be created after a language has been 
gradually formulated and a technique has been evolved: 
atonal music, Greek or French tragedy, Elizabethan drama, 
psychological novel, romantic poetry. Hamlet is hardly con- 
ceivable in 1580 or le Cid in 1620 or Monet's "Impres- 
sion" in 1830. Several abortive but useful attempts had to 
precede those works, and in not a few cases public dis- 
cussion on the doctrine underlying them or on the tech- 
nique perfected around them had to take place before they 



LIFE, LITERATURE, AND LEARNING IN AMERICA 

could emerge. Most great artists inherit a form or a tech- 
nique and use it in an original way which either reorients 
the tradition which they had inherited or derives strikingly 
novel results from it. There is a collective element even in 
the most individual of masterpieces, in Rimbaud's Illumi- 
nations or Alban Berg's Wozzeck. Gustave Lanson rightly 
acknowledged it: "The most important problems of literary 
history are sociological problems and most of our research 
rests on a sociological basis or reaches a sociological con- 
clusion. What do we want to do? To explain the works. 
And can we explain them otherwise than through re- 
solving individual facts into social facts, through replacing 
works and men into social series?" 

Lastly, the complex relationships between art or litera- 
ture and the public for which or amid which works are 
created constitute an immense and almost untilled field for 
research. A very few books exist, such as the now anti- 
quated thesis by Alexander Beljame, translated with a fifty 
year lag and published in London in 1948 as Men of Let- 
ters and the English Public in the 18th Century , or that 
of Mrs. Queenie Leavis on Fiction and the Reading Public 
( 1932) , and Erich Auerbach's small volume on Das fran- 
zosische Publikum des XVII Jahrhunderts ( 1 933 ) . No stu- 
dent of literature could ever contend that the most unpre- 
dictable and the freest of activities, imaginative creation, 
can be accounted for in a deterministic fashion by outside 
demand. But at the source of the stimulant which first un- 
leashed the creative energy of a writer, there often lies an 
impulse provided by a review editor, a publisher, organ- 
izers of lecture series, some dim perception on the author's 
part of a latent need in his audience which he wants to sat- 
isfy, perhaps to deflect, even to contradict. There lurks 
more truth than many of us suspect in Goethe's oft-quoted 
assertion that great works are often dictated by circum- 
stance. Even the most detached from worldly links among 
poets, Mallarme, composed his stately 'Toast funebre" at 
the request of friends of Theophile Gautier, just then de- 
ceased (1872). Valery composed essays or poems with 
punctilious coquettishness in order to fulfill a request from 
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a publisher. These and also Gide, as his Journals repeat- 
edly show, were prompted by a demand from a strategist of 
literature who was sensing and voicing, or anticipating, the 
collective needs of a limited public. 

The use of the singular, "a public," is misleading. There 
are at any given time several publics coexisting, and the 
bold creator is he who divines the as yet unformulated as- 
pirations of the ascending generation and crystallizes them, 
thus antagonizing the tenants of established taste. A good 
deal has been loosely asserted, in the last hundred years, 
on literature as a way of knowledge and on literature as 
prophecy. A systematic yet not over rigid examination of 
those claims and of the many cases when men of letters 
(Balzac, Baudelaire, Rimbaud, Apollinaire, Proust, to 
mention French writers alone ) seem indeed to have antici- 
pated, perhaps to have molded, what was to come would 
be in order. In all such cases, the prophet whose literature 
or art, as Oscar Wilde's famous saying has it, was imitated 
by life should be studied in relation with the group around 
him. The multifarious means through which his impact 
upon a narrow, then a gradually growing audience was 
felt should be analyzed. 

It is shocking that, after two centuries of attention to 
literary mechanisms and of repetitious assertion of the so- 
called dependence of literature upon society, we still know 
so very little about the mechanism of that collective fact, 
success, and, with success, which can be measured, of a 
more imponderable phenomenon, influence. There should 
exist a social and, as it were, secondary history of ideas and 
of literature which, paying relatively scant attention to the 
intrinsic qualities of the works, would be concerned with 
their fecundity and their prolongation of themselves in their 
age and country, or in later eras and foreign lands. We af- 
fect to smile complacently at the fame of Delille and of 
Beranger, even on a much higher level, at that of Byron, 
Alexandre Dumas the elder, Poe, outside their native lands, 
at the wide influence of Theophile Gautier on English, 
American and Hispanic poets, of secondary German think- 
ers on Spain, of Sinclair Lewis on Blasco-Ibaiiez. Yet the 
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collaboration of history, of sociological techniques, of liter- 
ary perceptiveness should help courageous research men to 
inquire into those collective groups of events. Intellectual 
Mstory, which has lately tempted many historians away 
from the recording of facts, has too exclusively turned into a 
Mstory of thinkers and of men of letters, more or less loosely 
related to each other and to a hypothetical spirit or mood of 
the age, which they supposedly expressed and created at 
one and the same time. The true province of intellectual 
Mstory, however, is the more complex research into the 
varied mechanisms through which ideas of Bergson, 
Durkheim, Pareto, Max Weber, Nietzsche, Croce (to 
take a few names prominent in Stuart Hughes' excellent 
monograph on Consciousness and Society )> filtered 
through to teachers, journalists, intermediaries of all 
kinds, and eventually became dynamic ideas exercising 
an impact upon society and often upon politics and chang- 
ing the West-European world. The degeneracy of "pure" 
ideas into beliefs, creeds, myths, superstitions (Ideas y 
Creencias is the apt title of one of Ortega y Gasset's most 
pregnant essays ) should be the theme of many sociological- 
literary monographs today. The abundance of the materials 
is overwhelming, as in all that pertains to modern history; 
qualitative criteria have to be added to the collecting and the 
weigMng of the data available. But there are enough men 
of good will and of talent among humanists who everlast- 
ingly rewrite the same volumes on Leopardi, Melville, 
Joyce and Camus, and who in so doing bring scant credit to 
the pioneering spirit of their profession. If it be true that 
our century is one of wars of ideas or of myths, i.e. Mgh- 
powered emotional concepts applied like levers to Me, 
humanists to whom notMng human is alien should cooper- 
ate with specialists of behavioral sciences in projecting a 
little more light into seas of darkness. Many great ideas lay 
dormant in Hegel, Marx, Gobineau, Husserl, and before 
them in the forerunners of the American and of the French 
revolutions, until collective beings and masses became fired 
by those concepts, crudely distorted them but also in- 
stilled life into them. 
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Such studies, building bridges between the social sci- 
ences and the humanities, are in no way unworthy of hu- 
manists and would not detract from their individual enjoy- 
ment of the beauty and of the depth of great works of art 
and of literature. It would be idle to contend that, after two 
or three centuries of sharpening our critical faculties and 
elaborating aesthetic ideas, we can still approach a work of 
art as the contemporaries of Shakespeare or of Calderon 
approached their plays, or the amateurs who first looked at 
the Sistine Chapel or at pictures by Vermeer and Hogarth. 
Imaginative creators can no longer ignore the existence of 
mass media around them. They have, since the Romantic 
era, wailed their living and feeling in a desert in which the 
so-called elite from the middle classes failed to encourage 
them or to understand whatever was revolutionary in their 
message, be they Berlioz or Hugo Wolf, Delacroix or 
C6zanne, Keats or Baudelaire. They may well indeed pin 
their hopes on a broadened public, less sophisticated, less 
obsessed by its cult of tradition, less fearful of innovations. 
Proletarian art, even in the lands most attached to social 
realism, has thus far disappointed us. Too often, it debased 
itself through attempting to effect crude propaganda and to 
palm off the meretricious and the tawdry upon a public 
which deserved a better fare. 

America, however, prides itself of being less conscious 
of class distinction than European societies. The attempt to 
democratize education has gone farther here than in West- 
ern Europe. The number of the young men and women who 
go through college, and later through our graduate schools, 
is higher here than in most other lands. They are probably 
more malleable, more receptive to the teaching imparted 
to them than are European audiences, less deflected from 
the pursuit of science and knowledge by ardent political 
passions and feuds than in Europe, Asia or Latin America, 
more impelled by feelings of fraternity and of solidarity 
with the rest of the world and more earnest in their touch- 
ing determination to improve the fate of their fellow-beings 
elsewhere. Yet the number of Americans who are vitally 
concerned with understanding their own age through litera- 
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tare and the arts, those splendid factors of broadening of 
sensibility, of deepening of the mind, of stimulating of the 
imagination, is not growing at a pace commensurate with 
the increase of population or the plentifulness of educational 
facilities offered. A very great American literature, a paint- 
ing and a sculpture second to none at the present time in 
vitality and energy, a rich critical movement affect a woe- 
fully small portion of the American public. Humanists 
have erred, and failed in part, in talking and writing to and 
for their ilk, proud of their own subtlety and, like the medi- 
eval scholastics, content to encircle knowledge within the 
walls of their seminar rooms and to disdain the possibilities 
for the life of the spirit off of academic campuses. The very 
best among the American literary scholars, historians of 
culture, art critics, musicologists are at least the equals of 
the best in any other country. But they do not fire then- 
students with enough enthusiasm and generosity so as to 
lure more of them to preferring the pursuits of the mind 
and the excitement of research to other careers. They have 
not succeeded, or tried strenuously enough, to expand the 
American public which might appreciate and encourage 
still more imaginative creation. Less scholasticism, less 
complacent satisfaction with the narrow perspectives of 
university life, less unjustified fear of the social disciplines 
with which the humanities may fruitfully ally themselves 
in the pursuit of a well-defined common goal would serve 
the country, and the humanists themselves, best in the 
years to come. 



Facing the New Decade 



YOUR PRESIDENT FOR 1960, as he prepares to vanish 
into oblivion after his one address in sovereign ca- 
pacity, first wishes to express his gratitude to those who 
selected him, and his apologies for the pretentious title 
announced. In this country, from the beginning and 
throughout her entire history, action has prevailed. Yet 
the nation has never showed much aversion for words. 
Politicians, preachers, college presidents, generals, men 
of affairs spreading relaxation through warmed up after 
dinner anecdotes, members of those faculty committees to 
whom, in these days of trial and error and perseverance in 
error, the Almighty seems to have relinquished the run- 
ning of the world, all indulge their propensity for elo- 
quence. Those whom Homer might have called the shep- 
herds of people, in Moscow and Havana and equatorial 
Africa, strike back at our garrulous nation with massive 
retaliation. 

Torrents of words may flow in the sumptuous hotels 
where our Association once a year congregates late in De- 
cember (just before the inebriating vigil through which we 
shall pray for a virgin year to wash out our unfulfilled 

Presidential address to The Modern Language Association, 
December 1960 
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promises and our harrowing regrets over unwritten arti- 
cles). But scholars and teachers are happy to leave boast- 
fulness to other professions. An American ambassador to 
the Court of St. James, John Hay, once told an audience, in 
the antediluvian nineteen-nineties, that "the national Amer- 
ican flower ought to be the violet, the emblem of modesty 
and self-effacement." Let us behave like violets and, after 
having exhaled our fragrant satisfaction at the state of our 
affairs and even at that of our treasury, may we not try and 
listen to the demands which the world outside is soon likely 
to make upon us? 

The state of our nation of scholar-teachers stands in need 
of yearly re-examination. When delivering his famous 
"House Divided" speech at Springfield, Illinois, in 1858, a 
great American uttered words which are still timely in 
1960. "If we could first know where we are and whither we 
are tending, we could then better judge what to do and 
how to do it." What good speeches of gentle admonition or 
of stem upbraiding do in America to those who meekly lis- 
ten to them is a problem for our friends the social scientists 
to explore. Some good at any rate seems to be selfishly 
achieved by him who delivers himself of such lay sermons 
and imagines for a moment that he is helping reform the 
world. A dissertation on the influence of presidential ad- 
dresses on the intellects and on the morale of the MLA will 
surely be written some day. Meanwhile, let us repeat with 
some pride that self-criticism remains the life blood of our 
profession and that, if our conventions at times do not al- 
together eschew the slight boredom which is the necessary 
accompaniment to all good instruction, at least they per- 
petrate no evil on the public. Adam Smith mockingly re- 
marked in The Wealth of Nations that "people of the same 
trade seldom meet together, even for merriment and diver- 
sion, but the conversation ends in a conspiracy against the 
public, or in some contrivance to raise prices."" The only 
price which is likely to be raised here is that of the yearly 
subscription to our invaluable quarterly journal, and our 
sole conspiracy is against our own purses and for the en- 
richment of our minds. 

The year 1960 marks the twentieth anniversary of what 
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was perhaps the gloomiest year In our century, the gloomi- 
est in the history of the modern world. Four neutral lands 
ruthlessly invaded, Finland mutilated, France collapsing, 
two dictators sharing the spoils in the East while poised for 
a showdown, Britain undaunted but anguished, this great 
country uncertain and unwilling to read the threat written 
on its very walls. The events which filled the subsequent 
two decades need not be recalled here. The rebuilding has 
been as remarkable as the collapse was fast and total, and, 
almost equally important, economic and political improve- 
ment has been matched by intellectual progress. No other 
score of years ever witnessed such strides in American 
scholarship in modern literatures. We write more and per- 
haps better studies than ever before. University presses 
vie with each other for our manuscripts; new learned jour- 
nals appear every year, clamoring for new omnivorous 
readers, or for those of us who are lucky enough to be 
blessed with insomnia. We undertake gigantic collective 
editions of the most prolific of English polygraphlsts. 
Foundations no longer refuse to finance our foreign lan- 
guage programs; they generously buy us research time, 
fly us to remote lands as quiet, or unquiet and happily dis- 
quieting Americans, but never ugly ones. It is no exaggera- 
tion to say that millions of eyes throughout the world are 
now fixed on American scholarship, American education, 
and American culture. 

Such a state of affairs imposes new duties upon us. It ill 
behooves a man of foreign birth, untrained in Anglo-Saxon 
understatement, speaking the American language grace- 
lessly, to proffer advice to colleagues, many of whom he 
admires unstintingly. But he shares with Americans a pas- 
sion for general ideas, or for generalities "period," and 
with his age a vocation for commitment: a scholar's com- 
mitment to his profession, to his community, to the country 
at large and to the ascending generations. If that means 
introducing politics into our holy precincts, let us not be 
ashamed of it. For what are politics ultimately but the art 
of living together in society and of helping to organize such 
a society? 

We, literary and philological devotees, are in no way en- 
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vious of the historians or of the affluent society of econo- 
mists who have the ears of our leaders and whose brains are 
ever ready to be picked. Still, we have our part to play in 
the nation as a whole and far more prestige and power than 
we imagine, if we only dare wield it. Since we cannot admit 
more than a fraction of those who knock at our college 
gates, we are today invested with authority we never pos- 
sessed before the authority to demand meaningful cur- 
ricula and thorough teaching of essentials in our high 
schools. 

"If people become inattentive to the public affairs," 
warned Jefferson, "you and I and Congress and assemblies 
. . . shall all become wolves."" We do not intend to 
change into wolves, not even in sheep's or in asses' skins. 
But one of our functions is to train the youth, and we can ill 
afford to ignore the rumbling of a world in turmoil. Nor 
dare we refuse to recognize the rebellion of the young 
against the image of herself which America, paying scant 
attention to intellectual factors, has projected in Korea, 
Japan, Vietnam and Turkey, in Cuba, Venezuela, Africa, 
and Western Europe. Fifteen years appear to be the span of 
time needed to repair the ravages of a great war, after 
which a new and rising generation clamors for an audacious 
forward move: as happened in 1830 and in 1933, the year 
1960 may well have ushered in an era of crisis and of re- 
valuation in many a realm. 

The word "communication," however inelegant and im- 
precise, denotes one of the striking features of our age. 
There are no more islands, no more silent and secluded 
vales preserved from the sad, if hardly still, music of hu- 
manity; the youngest among us may live to see the day 
when they will be catapulted to another planet to initiate 
science-fiction's "bems" (bug-eyed monsters) to Shake- 
speare, Pascal and Melville. We believe in the benefits of 
a literary education and in humanistic values; we are de- 
voted heart and soul to the beauty of arts and letters, even 
if at times, as Wilde naughtily put it, our way of liking art 
rationally takes on the appearance of solid dislike. We go 
on delivering speeches on the humanities and their benefits, 
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voicing our fears for a cult which we see declining but do 
little to revive. The truth is that, unless we succeed in 
spreading our passion for literature and our enjoyment of 
humanistic values to wide groups of scientists, technicians, 
men of affairs, workmen (as we modestly call them, pre- 
tending that theirs is a more real work than ours ) in an age 
which is of necessity a technological one, we may as well re- 
sign ourselves to the slow death of the humanism that we 
have known and worshipped. It will be largely our fault if 
we fail to convert those whom we might complacently call 
the barbarians outside our Hellenic microcosm, and also 
those inside it, to the values which we cherish. 

The potential audience for literature and for much that 
pertains to it has grown a hundred or a thousand fold or 
more. Over half of the high school graduates in the United 
States go to college and are presumed to be exposed, as the 
euphemism puts it, to courses in English composition and 
even in foreign languages. It has been prophesied that 
there will be as many as six hundred million Americans 
sixty years from now and they will all be subjected to mass 
media. (A hundred thousand might then be readers of 
PMLA, and half that number might be congregating at our 
conventions, absorbing five thousand papers and fifteen 
thousand drinks daily. ) Should we not attempt with more 
determination to win a vast proportion of that increasing 
public to the enjoyment and trained reading of literature, 
through mass media if need be, and also through a clearer 
and more pleasing way of writing about it? When a maga- 
zine today doubles the number of its subscribers from 
twenty to forty thousand, a weekly or a newspaper from two 
to four hundred thousand, must it automatically lower its 
sights and debase its standards to reach these new readers, 
or endeavor to raise them gently to the level of their fewer 
predecessors? 

We have lately preferred moaning over the general de- 
basement of standards, implicitly proclaimed the failure 
of education in a democracy and resorted to the comfortable 
device of blaming press magnates and manipulators of the 
screen, of television and of newspapers. If they are to 
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blame, so are we. For most of those who run the Luce 
stables and the Chicago newspapers and Madison Avenue 
advertising firms and even Hollywood studios sat at our 
feet at some time or other. Many graduated, perhaps as 
English majors, from the Ivy League nurseries. They 
listened to us while we expatiated on Chaucer and Fielding 
and Dante and Henry James, and sought the golden bough 
through the arid plains and groves of the Waste Land. 
Why have we failed to give them the inspiration to read 
more and better books, to write better, to share with others 
the privileges which they once enjoyed under our guid- 
ance? These alumni, once our captive and responsive audi- 
ence, should, and probably would, enjoy rereading the clas- 
sics, discovering new works of quality, even keeping up 
with some of our critical elucidations and incidentally pur- 
chasing our books, if only we helped them by meeting them 
half way. 

Our age has heard good music, music which has reached 
millions, and, through the sale of records, we have literally 
retrieved from oblivion centuries of past music for the many 
to enjoy. Our age has proudly pointed to the museum as the 
successor to the cathedral. A scintillating volume on the 
role of the imaginary museum in fostering a new humanism 
lately dazzled thousands of readers. More people are read- 
ing Homer, Herodotus, Greek tragic poets, even Dante and 
Strindberg, than at any time in the past. The Pelican has 
become a venerated bird in the United Kingdom, which, in 
its ornithological voraciousness, also prides itself on being 
a Penguin Island. 

Meanwhile, as Lionel Trilling lately warned us, the 
share of English literature in our usable past as a means of 
education of the young has been steadily shrinking. We 
have more profound critics of all degrees of newness, dis- 
covering mysteries in the simplest poems, measuring ten- 
sions, framing the fearful symmetry of their elaborate cate- 
gories with tiger-like relentlessness, producing admirable if 
melancholy anatomies of their victims. Great and thought- 
ful men who, in earlier ages, would have worn the mantle of 
a Jonathan Edwards or the red garb of a Cardinal, have 
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earnestly denounced the affective fallacies by which naive 
readers used to convey their exultation or their boredom in 
the presence of a work of art. In the halls where great teach- 
ers of literature once touchingly fired their disciples with 
the communication of an ecstasy or even with moral in- 
dignation, we now instruct our students to shun the gravest 
of all sins: venturing value-judgments. 

Those of us who acknowledge in all humility that they 
are incapable of scaling those icy peaks and breathing there 
the serene objectivity praised by Lucretius, Goethe and 
other priests of "templa serena" might well wonder 
whether we have not unduly erected forbidding walls 
around our sanctuary. Are we any closer to scientific pre- 
cision or to scientific objectivity when we refrain from feel- 
ing? Let me not be misunderstood: feeling is not knowing, 
and the two processes should first be separated before they 
become reunited again. Organic and structural values do 
count in art; even logic can be beautiful, provided it be, as 
Remy de Gourmont asked, perceived as a pleasure. But all 
our attempts at teaching schoolboys and college students 
how to read literature would be of small avail if, after elab- 
orate disquisitions, we did not send these young people back 
to the work of art with keener insight and let us not banish 
that unpuritan word intenser enjoyment. 

The very profundity of our critics, who are often far 
more cultured and intelligent than the authors and artists 
they elucidate, tends to frighten away many timid potential 
readers: the uninitiated dimly sense that there should also 
be room in art for the unlimited, the unfinished, nay, for 
disorder, and for contradictions which remain unresolved; 
for chaotic forces and unconscious promptings and unruly 
passion and the expansion of the animal impulses of man. 
There are limits to a rational approach to beauty and to the 
fetishism of unity and organicity which almost make our 
critics exclaim with Henry James, when life in its raw ir- 
rationality faces them: "Stupid life again at its clumsy 
work!" 

Literature, for its true lovers, is more alive than life it- 
self; even a novel or a play which is ultimately not destined 
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to survive can rock us to our affective foundations as reality 
perceived by us would fail to do. The Germans were 
lately moved to more indignation and pity by The Diary of 
Anne Frank than they were when extermination camps 
smoked under the Third Reich. We, teachers and critics, 
underrate the power of our subject and the effectiveness of 
our communication of that electrifying or destructive force 
to our audiences. 

There are some among us in this society of spirits whose 
vocation is for theorizing about literature and for ques- 
tioning and revising all our assumptions and our methods of 
criticism. They bring to less abstract minds invaluable as- 
sistance and, in their philosophical ambition, they display 
much modesty: for they usually dally in the antechamber of 
criticism and refrain from passing judgment on individual 
works or from approaching the productions of new writ- 
ers. Others are historians of letters, and their research is in- 
dispensable to any fair appreciation of the past, and to any 
inquiry into the way in which the present is inserted in the 
past and modifies the past in its turn. Finally there are 
those who insist upon being primarily critics, who are con- 
vinced that the most difficult and the most pressing of tasks 
is the evaluation of new works and that criticism inevitably 
remains a secondary activity, the handmaiden of works of 
art or creative works of thought; hence that the contact 
between criticism and contemporary literature must not be 
severed. We have argued the point at length elsewhere. 
May I only repeat that, more than ever today, the American 
study of modern literatures would abdicate if it failed to 
understand, to interpret, to assist modern writers, here and 
abroad, and to win devotees to literature by utilizing the 
eager curiosity of young people for works by their con- 
temporaries. 

Writers and artists may be self-centered, arrogant, vul- 
gar, morbid, and exasperating. Still we have more to learn 
from them than from our genteel and learned colleagues. A 
wise man, Montaigne, warned us long ago that "les sages 
ont plus & apprendre des fols que les fols des sages." We 
have, through the appointment of a new class of honorary 
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fellows prudently selected among eminent living writers, 
evinced our eagerness not to impede a marriage of diverse 
but equally true minds. 

Would I even dare submit that, if we proposed more 
value judgments and committed ourselves to the present 
more generously, we might even help rescue contemporary 
literature in America from its present passion for depravity 
and its weakness for grime and slime? Obviously no one 
would advocate Victorian standards or a return to Mrs. 
Grundy's prudish cant. Equally obviously, Sunday school 
morality and girl scout idealism are not to be mistaken for 
the higher morality with which literature is instinct. But, 
from an objective point of view, should we not warn our 
students and readers that the truth does not always lie in 
wallowing in abjection, in endless and mournful portrayals 
of decadence, in dismal abnormality and in so much sexless 
writing about sex? 

A few stale formulas have held undue fascination for us, 
such as the famous dictum that "a poem should not mean, 
but be." An English critic and poet, John Holloway, re- 
torted the other day in The Fugue: "Poems dare not merely 
be. They mean. They yield. They yield." Bonamy Dobree 
in Britain, Alfred Kazin and Richard Brustein in this coun- 
try have lately raised their voices in protest against the fal- 
lacy of emptying literature of all moral content. Our novel 
and our drama should indeed recapture the role of fiction 
and drama in other ages when they offered us, in Russia, 
France, and England, perhaps the sharpest of all social 
criticisms. Literature and criticism might aim at filling the 
pre-eminent role in our culture history once played at the 
time of Carlyle and Prescott and Michelet. Philosophers 
have become excessively fond of disserting about language 
and meaning, and they write more and more for then- 
own ilk in learned journals. Plato and Descartes and Spi- 
noza, happily for their contemporaries, had no learned jour- 
nals in which to bury their message. But literature can give 
flesh and blood, and an audience, to philosophy and even 
to ethics and it need not, indeed cannot, do this in the 
form that has recently been called the nonfiction novel. 
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We teach our students in critical seminars all about 
Longinus and Dr. Johnson and other sages; but we appar- 
ently fail to convince those of them who subsequently write 
fiction, plays and criticism of the undying value of "the 
sublime 1 ' and of the aptness of some of Johnson's state- 
ments, such as: "The only end of writing is to enable the 
reader better to enjoy life, or better to endure it." Paul 
Valery, surely hardly a sentimentalist befogged with il- 
lusions, rightly warned us in one of his aphorisms that 
'Thomme n'est pas si simple qu'il suffice de le rabaisser 
pour le comprendre." 

In more practical terms, what might we accomplish dur- 
ing the seventh decade of the century, when this octoge- 
narian association becomes a respectable dowager? First, 
realize that, through the coming of age of generations more 
numerous than we once were, in every country of the world 
and particularly in this one, we are living today in a young 
man's world. The manner in which that youth is clamor- 
ing to be heeded is not always a traditionally genteel and re- 
spectful one. But we, the older groups, may be guilty of 
having too often looked backward instead of forward 
and not having proposed enough challenging tasks to the 
youth, not having discerned how much frustrated idealism 
lurked behind their hurried cynicism. The most creative 
age in science, in the arts, and probably in scholarship and 
criticism extends from twenty-five to forty-five, due allow- 
ance being made for numerous exceptions. We should, in 
the universities, teach so well, love literature so passion- 
ately, that we fire young people with zeal, lead them to 
question our values and propose new ones; we should not re- 
duce criticism to a series of recipes, but turn literary semi- 
nars into places where new ideas run riot. 

At our own MLA meetings, could we not avoid the ap- 
pearance of a "slave market" which we have too lazily as- 
sumed, finding even that odious phrase humorous, and an- 
swer the expectation of the young men out of graduate 
schools who are entering the most generous of all profes- 
sions? Could we not give the young an opportunity to lis- 
ten to truly important papers in which renowned scholars 
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would offer the most substantial result of their thinking to 
the young, and invite the young to contradict or to question 
them? Would we not multiply meetings of regional or sub- 
branches of our large Association where papers and debates 
of quality could be heard, and the seeking of jobs or of 
teachers would be less mercantile or less obtrusive? We 
have allowed sections and groups to proliferate with ridicu- 
lous ease, and are now afraid of the vested interests of can- 
didates for chairmanship, secretaryship, nominating com- 
mittees, bibliography committees, each seeking to have 
his name on the program. A drastic reform is imperative, 
with groups agreeing to meet every second or third year, 
but to offer their members a more substantial fare and to 
stimulate future research, not just to listen to specialized 
reports in a crowded room where women come and go, 
talking . . . perhaps of Michelangelo as the crowded and 
smoke-filled room arouses visions of the Last Judgment. 

If ours is a young man's world, it is also a woman's 
world. Some of us who are fortunate to have women among 
our graduate students and as young colleagues are extraor- 
dinarily impressed by the high level of their work. Indeed, 
we often wonder if criticism will not make substantial 
strides forward, blending the cognitive and the affective 
values, taste and a rational approach, the logic of the intel- 
lect and that of the heart, only when women take over a 
large share of it, as they are now out-numbering men as 
teachers of English and of languages in many schools. 

This country witnessed a bold feminist movement sev- 
eral decades ago. The second sex then conquered all the 
rights and courageously accepted corresponding duties. 
College presidents in women's colleges were in many cases 
women. In anthropology, archeology, psychology several 
American women have been outstanding. This has also 
been true in journalism. Why not to the same extent today 
in philology, medieval studies, literary history, criticism? 
Are men to blame, wary of these potential rivals, preferring 
to utilize women's generosity and their capacity for de- 
voted attachment by keeping them as secretaries and obe- 
dient confidants of their profound male cogitations? Have 
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women put so much energy in once winning equality and 
security that they are now content to enjoy these rights, 
and to look upon maternity and housekeeping (now 
easier than ever before) as their sole vocation? Men in any 
case have the duty to make room for them, to incite them 
to express themselves more boldly, to elect them to more 
positions of power in this Association and in others, to ask 
them for the healthy challenge with our duller brains need 
to receive from their keener perceptiveness in matters of art 
and literature. 

Lastly, and through resorting more confidently to the en- 
thusiasm of the young, to the devinatory gifts of our female 
companions in the profession of criticism and teaching 
which requires both enthusiasm and some divination, let us 
combine our thoroughness and independence as scholars 
with our other function of guiding the public taste. Why 
should it be impossible to write both for PMLA and for 
literary monthlies and weeklies? It is easy to rail at some of 
the book reviews being published in our magazines for 
the general public, but it is more essential to write better 
ones, to encourage the founding of new literary jour- 
nals and not just of scholarly ones where we aim only at 
each other, and to evince the first quality of a scholar, in- 
tellectual honesty, by expressing ourselves without jargon. 
A man who bears our breed little affection, but whom we 
have long presented to our students as a classic ( a classic 
who can lapse into slumber far oftener than Homer), 
Ernest Hemingway, bluntly declared in words which even 
we may find apposite: "If a man writes clearly enough, any 
one can see if he fakes."" 

We have showed too much inclination to sink into de- 
featism and to believe that we were doomed to remain un- 
influentials while American literature pursued its course as 
a vigorous but untutored and often vulgar adolescent, im- 
mature in its delineation of passion, scornful of the Emer- 
sonian "inner check," eyeing only shock values and royal- 
ties and sales to Hollywood. The American public which 
we have trained in colleges for the last thirty or forty years 
deserves better than that. It feels the twinges of a bad 



Facing the New Decade 217 

conscience when it delights in Forever Amber and Peyton 
Place and Mickey Spillane, and it does not esteem us par- 
ticularly when we, scholars, pretend to rejoice in Ellery 
Queen or to acclaim The Catcher in the Rye and The Old 
Man and the Sea as classics for our schools. We underesti- 
mate our power as enlighteners of the public taste, and 
wrongly believe that the present is too bewildering for 
our timid prudence and that, faced with living literature 
and culture, we can only take refuge in the academic grey- 
ness of yes and no or in a provisional suspension of judg- 
ment which we prolong into permanent abdication. Our pro- 
fession could well do with more audacity as it enters a 
world in revolutionary turmoil. 

It could also combine its enjoyment of beauty and of 
solitary research with more generous communication of its 
privileges to others. Albert Camus, an honorary member 
of our Association whose tragic death was universally de- 
plored as this year 1960 opened, pronounced words in his 
Nobel Prize speech which it may be fitting to apply to our- 
selves: "I cannot live as a person without my art. And yet 
I have never set that art above everything else. It is essen- 
tial to me . . . because it excludes no one. ... To me, 
art is not a solitary delight. It is a means of stirring the 
greatest number of men by providing them with a privi- 
leged image of our common joys and woes." 



Higher Education in the United States 



T<HE TEMPTATION TO GENERALIZE about E foreign 

A country is great and the best way to embrace a varied, 
often contradictory experience is probably indeed to gen- 
eralize upon it and to conclude, from a motley array of 
disconnected facts, to a few underlying principles. Of all 
countries whose educational system might be thus ap- 
praised, however, America is without doubt the one to 
which the skeptic's formula, "ab uno disce omnes" Is least 
applicable. There may be intellectual monotony in this 
country and at times a regrettable conformism of the 
minds, against which all educators inveigh these days; 
but there Is certainly no standardization of Institutions, 
no pattern offering an appearance of harmonious uniform- 
ity. Heterogeneousness prevails, often to a bewildering 
degree for the person accustomed to the rigid framework 
of educational organization In several lands of Western 
Europe. 

The word "philosophy" is not well-suited to a descrip- 
tion of American education, for it might imply that the 
educational institutions, the methods, the goals rest upon a 
clearly preconceived and well-defined body of theoretical 
thinking. A few countries, after a thorough upheaval, may 
have undertaken to build a new system of institutions, 
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breaking with traditions and formulating broad rules which 
newly created organisms should fit. Such was not the 
case in the United States. A number of thinkers who applied 
themselves to questions of education, such as John Dewey, 
others who perfected the technique of tests or studied the 
gradual growth of children in the tradition of Rousseau's 
Emile but with an eager zest to establish laws, have exer- 
cised a far-reaching influence over American education. But 
empiricism crept into reforms thus effected; other forces 
acted in contradiction; tides of taste, or of fashion, even 
fads succeeded each other; the local forces in each region, 
at times in the school system of each city, the conflicting 
demands of city and of country, of the East, of the South, 
and of the Western frontier resisted or modified whatever 
current of ideas reached them from outside. 

Whatever philosophy underlies American higher educa- 
tion in particular had better be construed empirically and 
formulated without any rigidity. The higher educational 
system of a country like France could be described analyti- 
cally, with categories and diagrams and carried over whole- 
sale, as indeed it often has been, in other countries, new 
ones or old ones bent upon overhauling their tottering insti- 
tutions. Not so with the American or the British educa- 
tional, or governmental, or parliamentary institutions. No 
towering pyramidal structure stands here which might be 
reconstructed elsewhere. Like American free enterprise or 
the American so-called two-party system, it cannot be 
deduced from principles, but it works somehow, with a 
minimum of muddling through. 

But some essential remarks must be added: Americans 
may pass for a boastful people, prone to deliver sermons 
and admonitions to the rest of the world and replete with 
self-assurance as to their achievement and their wisdom in 
eschewing the entanglements of the Old World or the 
adolescent revolutionary impulsions of Asia and South 
America. But such complacent arrogance, if it ever existed, 
has been dealt hard blows in the last few decades. In no 
realm perhaps are Americans so assailed with doubts as in 
that of education. Parents nod their heads envying the 
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schools of Britain, France, Germany, nay, of Russia; school 
principals hold schools of Europe up to us as paragons of 
greater intellectual achievement; college presidents look up 
nostalgically at the venerable halls of Oxford and Cam- 
bridge, at Heidelberg and at the Sorbonne, at institutions 
where alumni do not have to be cajoled into becoming 
donors and where the customer is not necessarily right, 
especially when the customer is a sophomore. Faculties 
in America are houses divided against themselves, even 
more than elsewhere; they change their minds and their 
votes easily, they experiment, they try reforms which 
they forget having already tried ten years earlier and 
found wanting. Students are often afflicted with a vague 
inferiority complex where European education is con- 
cerned. From Woodrow Wilson when he assumed the 
presidency of Princeton University to John Maynard 
Hutchins at Chicago, from journalists like Walter Lipp- 
mann to historians like Arthur Bestor and George Kennan, 
the critics of American education have been and are 
legion. They are more vocal, and they are more soberly 
headed by the public at large, than in any other country. 

The launching of the Sputnik in the fall of 1957 shook 
American opinion violently. For the first time, this country 
had to concede that its technological supremacy was being 
challenged; that, within thirty years or so, a country which 
was supposed to have hardly emerged from a backward 
state, with a majority of illiterates, had overtaken the 
proudest scientific power. An agonizing reappraisal of the 
teaching of science, of the intellectual content of American 
education has since taken place. Senators have delivered 
themselves of grave scoldings to educators and to educa- 
tionists. The scientist and the intellectual, who had never 
played golf with the President, never had to meet a payroll, 
never mastered the art of salesmanship, were on the way 
to being hailed as the new heroes of new frontiers, those of 
space and of the future. 

This crisis of conscience is the most conspicuous fea- 
ture of American higher education today and it vividly ex- 
emplifies its capacity for humility, but also for reform. That 
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flexibility of institutions which do not rest upon a rigid or a 
static philosophy is the most admirable characteristic of 
American teaching and research to be proposed to foreign 
observers of this country. There was a time, half a century 
ago, when every conquest of science was counted as a defini- 
tive one, decreasing the ever dwindling share of the un- 
known in the universe, when medicine could view its own 
achievements as final and physics thought it had pierced 
the ultimate secrets of the structure of matter. At that time 
also, Americans could consider that they had reached a pla- 
teau of stable prosperity, a land of promise in which, with 
a minimum of technological education, everyone could 
enjoy the fruits of science and of peace, and possess happi- 
ness without even having to pursue it. The child had to be 
taught c to fit in" in a prosperous society and the aim of 
much secondary education was defined as life-adjustment. 
The gifted pupils were somewhat troublesome in such an 
almost Byzantine order and they received no especial atten- 
tion; if anything, they were held back for fear that they 
might become ill-adapted. 

That touching dream has been shattered by the Depres- 
sion, the tragedy of World War II, the atomic age and 
what a theologian, Rheinhold Niebuhr, has called "the 
irony of American history," the necessity for democratic, 
well-meaning rulers to commit evil in order to avert an evil 
perhaps more ominous; by the events in China, in Hungary 
and elsewhere. Nowhere at the present time does a sense of 
anguish, perhaps even guilt, certainly of courageous if 
tragic responsibility, permeate the youth as much as in this 
country. A foreign observer, Simone de Beauvoir, did not 
err when she declared that the chief hope of America today 
lies in the uneasy hearts of its young people. 

The butt of most of the strictures levelled at education 
in America is the American high school. Even though this 
paper is primarily concerned with higher teaching and re- 
search, a few minutes may be spent on secondary educa- 
tion; for higher teaching is naturally conditioned by it and 
must fill the gaps left by previous training, remedy unsatis- 
factory working habits, do over again what was done fault- 
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ily. A few considerations may be dryly enumerated here 
on the character of secondary education in this country, 
with more imperious generalization than wisdom should 
permit: 

1 ) Unlike many European systems of secondary edu- 
cation, America's was not intended to train state offi- 
cials, army officers, teachers, members of the liberal profes- 
sions and, generally speaking an elite destined to form the 
backbone of the country's administrative hierarchy. From 
the start, its goal was to prepare men for life, and life, in a 
land of boundless opportunities, diffident of all federal ad- 
ministrative encroachment over local groups, meant 
chiefly business enterprises. Success was first of all meas- 
ured in terms of money-making ability, at times transfig- 
ured by the semireligious cloak of social service. Hence the 
stress on vocational education and on subjects deemed to be 
practical, and a lesser concern than in less democratic 
countries for general culture. 

2 ) This country had to confront a situation which no 
Western European land had encountered: the need to as- 
similate, through education, on an immense continent with 
few traditions and a scattered population, a large number 
of children whose parents had come from all over Europe, 
from Ireland to Greece and from Norway to Poland to 
Sicily. In several urban communities, those children of im- 
migrants, often stemming from the least literate elements 
in the Old World, constituted a majority of the pupils; they 
were alien to the English languages, to the civic and re- 
ligious traditions of the new country. Teachers had to be 
found to teach them. Since traditional colleges and univer- 
sities evinced little inclination to train such teachers in the 
numbers required, teachers' colleges were set up; require- 
ments were hastily proposed, which stressed the techniques 
of teaching and a few recipes on child psychology rather 
than a thorough knowledge of the subject. There remain to 
this day glaring weaknesses in American schools; but it 
must be remembered that no other country, until Russia 
undertook an even more drastic effort, had to face the simi- 
lar situation of training everyone for democracy within a 
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very few years. It may be that, as John M. Hutchins has 
often asserted, since everyone had to be educated and we 
were not in a position to give everyone a good education, 
we ended by giving a bad education to everybody. But, 
viewed in the political and social context of the years 
18801930, the noble experiment of a summary education 
for life was necessary, and its credit side outweighs its 
debits. 

3) The quality of the teachers in the rural schools, in 
many an urban community, was not high. The very best 
secondary school teachers in the top private schools of 
America, in many a public school, are equal to the best any- 
where; and their load is heavier than at Harrow or Win- 
chester, than in a Paris Iyc6e or in a Gymnasium in Vienna. 
But their classes are large, their hours are long, their leisure 
time is decreased by the supervision of nonscholastic ac- 
tivities, their social prestige is incomparably less glittering 
than in Europe. Bergson, Durkheiin, Sartre in France, 
Carducci in Italy, Antonio Machado in Spain and count- 
less others taught school and thought, wrote, while they 
did it. That would be difficult in America. A grave flaw in 
the American system is the almost total impossibility of 
passing from a high school (or even a private school fac- 
ulty) to a university faculty. The relationships between col- 
lege professors and high school teachers in this land of 
equality, are in effect marked by more aloofness, more 
diffidence and less cooperation than in most European coun- 
tries. This is all the more deplorable as, for the notion of 
education for life-adjustment, the goal of education in the 
high school for adjustment to college should now be substi- 
tuted. Nearly half of the secondary school students at 
present aim at a college education. Colleges often appear to 
be hardly cognizant of the fact. They have not utilized the 
desire of American youth to enter college, hence to satisfy 
the requirements set by the colleges, as the powerful lever 
which it is to act upon the methods and the contents of high- 
school education. 

4) America basked for several decades in the convic- 
tion that she was destined to remain a new country, with 



LIFE, LITERATURE, AND LEARNING IN AMERICA 

unlimited opportunities for the youth, the constant open- 
ing of a new frontier for candidates to a success story, and 
more positions to be filled than there were able men to fill 
them. That contrasted with the old countries, where very 
selective competitive examinations were to keep young men 
away from overstaffed liberal professions. Such a selection 
would have appeared like a derogation to the principle of 
equality. It was the duty of teachers to lavish more attention 
on the retarded child, so as to correct nature's unequality, to 
avoid fostering emulation or envy of the more gifted ones, 
to reward effort more than achievement and the safe, solid 
merits of "plodders" at least as much as brilliance. To be 
sure, a sifting did occur later in life, in the law schools, 
medical schools, engineering institutes; those who had been 
coddled too long by kindly teachers sometimes broke down 
mentally or otherwise when the ordeal of life revealed their 
inadequacy. But one clung to the American myth of 
equality of gifts and of distrust of a favored class of zealous 
and brilliant intellectuals, suspect of being uncooperative. 
To this day, the concept of intellectuals is repugnant to 
many Americans, as if it implied that they would let a 
group of theoretical thinkers or a brain trust do their 
thinking for them. 

5) Implicit in the subconscious substratum of elemen- 
tary and secondary education in America is the notion, 
strange in a land in which Puritans once denounced the pit- 
falls of the devil gaping in front of every child and adult, 
that human nature in its essence is not corrupt, that the 
child is fundamentally good, and that education, in the 
Rousseau manner, must not contradict or warp the essen- 
tial rectitude of human nature. The result has been that 
many parents leave children alone as much as possible, that 
is, let them be among those of their own age and seek their 
entertainments, before a screen, among themselves, without 
the intrusive presence of parents. Children educated in 
boarding schools enjoyed the privilege of having their edu- 
cation prolonged through most hours of the day, and ex- 
tended to games, character-building and habits of work. 
Those who attended high school or day school received 
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very little supplementary education from their parents and 
are seldom advised to read or to reflect; the failure of 
families to play their part in their children's education is 
probably a more real flaw in this country than the dubious 
quality of much teaching in the schools. The climate of in- 
tellectual eagerness and of scientific or artistic curiosity 
which might then be created around the youth frequently 
does not exist. 

Nevertheless the faith in a college education, along with 
some superficial aspects (desire to make friends, to estab- 
lish relations, to "make the team," to escape from the 
elders and to associate with young persons of the other sex 
on an idyllic campus vaguely reminiscent of the Garden 
of Eden) is perhaps the strongest motive in this country to- 
day. It is bound up with the myth of success which long 
swayed the youth of America; but it is even more closely 
linked with a semireligious desire for self -improvement and 
for saving the world through technology and social sci- 
ence. 

If we now turn to a consideration of American higher 
education, by which we mean undergraduate teaching at its 
best and graduate teaching and research, we find that self- 
criticism, which is and should be the life blood of anything 
pertaining to education and to science, is equally unspar- 
ing; but fairness demands that we place such criticism, at 
times ironical and condescending, at other times devastat- 
ing and even masochistic, in its true perspective. Higher 
education today in America, as a whole, is second to none; 
research in the sciences, in the social disciplines, but also 
in literary history and criticism, in philosophy, in art his- 
tory stands today, for its quantitative output and for its 
average quality, at the top of any country. 

Some of the reasons for a truly striking achievement 
need only be recalled briefly: unequalled material resources, 
part of which (never adequate, yet substantial) has been de- 
voted to research and advanced education; the healthy 
rivalry of centers of learning scattered over the country, vy- 
ing with each other to attract money and brains, to create a 
spirit favorable to research; the mobility characteristic of 
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the American people, their distrust of routine, of conserva- 
tism, of academics, their reluctance to turn universities 
into self -reproductive institutions. To those and other fac- 
tors must be added the shrewd and generous impulse which 
has invited those scholars and scientists who were threat- 
ened in Europe to make their homes in America. 

A considerable portion of the task of higher education 
consists in the communication of knowledge: the word 
knowledge is to be understood in its broad sense, for teach- 
ers impart to their students, not so much what they know 
as what they are. They fire them with the urge to learn 
more, to live their lore by applying it to life, to become their 
own selves. The most impeccable of experimenters among 
French physiologists, Claude Bernard, rightly observed in 
a letter: "That alone is learned well which is learned with 
passion, with furore." The American way of communi- 
cating knowledge and zeal for it is through lectures and 
seminars. The lectures are less formal, less rhetorical than 
in Europe: the untranslatable adjective "casual" denotes 
the quality (at times a studied one) most prized by Ameri- 
can audiences. The seminars are an excellent institution, 
for they limit the number of students attending a class to a 
score at the maximum, they afford an opportunity to ask 
and to answer questions, they invite the teacher to rethink 
his ideas, to watch thought being formed and formulated in 
students treated as friends; if he is skilled at maieutics, 
he can play the patient Socrates to would-be Platos. Semi- 
nars are probably a wasteful manner of training the young; 
they reduce the teacher to student ratio to the point where a 
great man reaches only a favored few through his spoken 
word; but they do not drown the gifted student, as happens 
in Europe, in a sea of passive robots who can only take notes 
and prepare to render up to the master, on examination 
day, what was his with some inevitable degradation in the 
process. 

The European student returning to his own country 
after a year's stay in America is likely to find Ms own con- 
frdres subservient to hierarchies, overrespectful of "chers 
maitres," too intimidated by hidebound traditions to ques- 
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tion their professors witli freedom or with impudence. It is 
true that the American system allows any youngster to say 
almost anything, occasionally obstructing the class or argu- 
ing sophistries for the sake of argument. It is also true 
that such unlimited freedom is not always used to the full, 
indeed that, where the right to criticize anybody, including 
one's teacher, is lavishly conceded, many people will prac- 
tice "escape" from that freedom. Thus a certain timidity 
appears to hamper young scholars in America. There are 
not enough dissenters among them. Too few dare go 
against the tide and venture the kind of paradoxes which 
might become the truths of tomorrow. Europeans are 
more fond of intellectual polemics, and controversies of 
scholars and scientists turn more readily to acrimony in the 
Old World. Obstinacy in proving to one's adversary that he 
is a mistaken fool can enhance the debater's confidence in 
his own superiority; it can also turn into dogmatic arro- 
gance. When not based on a lack of conviction, much should 
be said for the gentle spirit of toleration, often linked 
with a valuable modesty, which prevails in intellectual con- 
troversies in America. 

This is not the place to debate in detail the merits and 
the demerits of the programs of graduate studies in this 
country. American institutions have been engaged, since 
World War II, in a revaluation of their advanced degrees 
and of the studies leading thereto. The debates have been 
inconclusive. With the individualism, verging on anarchy, 
which characterizes American higher education, each insti- 
tution has undertaken to improve its own program. The 
chief points at issue are these: 

1 ) better selection of graduate students, so as to avoid 
encouraging or admitting those whose costly training 
might have to be interrupted; clearly publicized warning as 
to requirements of desiderata, such as language reading 
tests; 

2 ) more attention granted to the training of the future 
teachers' teaching ability, through practice, advice given by 
experienced teachers, if need be, some insight into the meth- 
ods and psychology of instruction of the subject of speciali- 
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zatlon (for example, In foreign languages, some familiarity 
with audio-visual aids); 

5 ) flexibility, so that some future doctors may achieve 
in three years what requires four or five years for others; 

4 ) variety of interests to be fostered in future teachers, 
so that they enrich themselves through the opportunities in 
graduate school to associate with young scholars from other 
disciplines. 

5) American educators should some day undertake a 
drastic re-estimation of the terminal degree of graduate edu- 
cation, the sacrosanct Ph.D. Ritually, deans of graduate 
schools devote their annual report to a few perfunctory lines 
on the subject, concluding that the Ph.D. dissertation must 
remain with us and its completion be accelerated, but ac- 
knowledging that the ambitious formula defining it as a 
substantial contribution to knowledge is more honored in 
the breach than in the observance. It can be a remarkably 
able work, worthy of immediate publication in a few cases, 
and sadly unoriginal in others. Like old German disserta- 
tions, Ph.D. theses when published in obedience to some 
rulings, merely skim the cream of a fine subject and spoil 
it, or add needlessly to the bibliography of the question to 
be sought out and discarded by future scholars. 

The social background of our graduate students has 
radically changed over the last hundred years: relatively 
few are persons of independent means belonging to the 
leisure class and in a position to travel from one university 
to another, to haunt libraries and laboratories for half a 
dozen years before securing their degree. Fewer still are 
wholeheartedly dedicated to a youth of prolonged celibacy 
and to a monachal, penurious existence until they secure the 
coveted doctorate. The pressure hurrying them on is not 
only economic; it is social, for they are needed by their coun- 
try to serve as soldiers, as technicians or to staff the schools 
and colleges struggling with a teacher shortage. Most 
dissertations written at twenty-five are hasty and immature. 
In probably eighty-five per cent of cases, they are never fol- 
lowed by a second and maturer work, which should consti- 
tute the real contribution of the scholar to knowledge. If 
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anything, they sterilize the apprentice who had to make an 
excessive effort too early in his career, realizes later the 
inadequacy of what he wrote, and is intimidated forever 
after. 

It might be more candid to admit that at twenty-four or 
five there are very few perceptive critics, original philoso- 
phers, archeologists with flair and audacity, historians of 
unusual range who should be encouraged to develop into 
teacher-scholars, and eventually into graduate-school 
teachers. We should lose little if we gave up the require- 
ment of a formal thesis and replaced it with a more thor- 
ough preparation for teaching itself and with a few essays 
on varied aspects or periods of their field. 

Happily, the Ph.D. in America is seldom the one cri- 
terion of merit. Recommendations by the candidate's mas- 
ters, other publications by him, interviews in which he can 
express his qualities of mind and of character also receive 
attention. On the whole, the advanced degree has proved 
to be a guarantee of solidity, of thoroughness, of intellectual 
achievement, if not necessarily of brilliance. In the last 
thirty years, the level attained has constantly risen, and the 
goal is being set ever higher. 

The immensity of the country, its heterogeneousness 
and its traditions of private universities and of state univer- 
sities umbrageously jealous of their independence from 
anyone but their state, preclude America from ever develop- 
ing anything like an "agregation" or a "Staatsexainen" 
which has served other countries satisfactorily. Such an 
examination can insure a uniformly high level of intellec- 
tual distinction among the teachers of the same subject. 
But, set aside early in life as the most gifted, those selected 
teachers sometimes cease to grow, slumber on their cushion 
of laurels, fail to add, to their intellectual gifts once tested, 
the devotion of their work, the cooperation with others, the 
eagerness to pursue research which would be desirable. 

Still, with a little more uniformity, secured through a 
friendly agreement among the twenty-five leading graduate 
schools in the country, we might establish a new and less 
pretentious but truer Ph.D. in English, history, philosophy, 
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classics or modern languages to serve the needs of higher 
education in America. Revision of the curricula and of the 
standards might be undertaken every five years. The em- 
ployers of those graduates (chairmen of departments, 
deans, presidents of small colleges and even of large ones) 
should have a voice in the matter, more so than they have 
today. Steps would be taken to provide the leaves of absence, 
the fellowships and the other encouragements needed by 
those among the young teachers thus graduated who want 
to pursue research and writing. Those men would work for 
a later and higher doctorate, with a thesis which should 
be published and to which not only honor but some incre- 
ments would be attached. The holders of that higher doc- 
torate would have the privilege of fewer hours of teaching, 
of a favored salary scale such as is already the practice in 
schools of law and of medicine. They would normally con- 
stitute most of the staff of graduate schools in this country. 

The separation between graduate and undergraduate 
teachers may at first appear regrettable to some of us. But it 
is hypocritical not to acknowledge that it already exists. 
The country can no longer cling to the fiction that a pro- 
ductive research man who trains several Ph.D.'s a year can 
also administer, lecture for another three or six hours a 
week to undergraduates, read their papers and correct 
their English as well as their substance (if the word may be 
used without irony). Requiring all that, plus the research 
man's availability to youngsters during office hours and his 
attendance at sundry academic functions, prandial or ora- 
torical, borders on inhumanity and evinces lack of respect 
for the intellectual whom older (and younger) countries 
honor more worthily. 

The word research is sacrosanct in America. It can serve 
as a cover for much hypocrisy, be undertaken merely for 
purposes of obtaining publicity and a promotion. Every in- 
stitution likes to see the names of its professors in print and 
rewards them for "production" as it is called, and a produc- 
tion which can only be weighed by bulk. A substantial 
number of works are done by their authors with persistence 
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rather than from inspiration and do not bear the mark of 
an inner compulsion. The obvious need today in American 
scholarship is to show more scholarly achievement of out- 
standing quality. The very greatest historians, philoso- 
phers, art historians, medievalists, Romance scholars of the 
last three decades are Europeans or Europeans who mi- 
grated to America. The very gifted men either are not ade- 
quately stimulated into becoming great or do not enter our 
profession. 

Be that as it may, American research in all branches of 
knowledge has, in the last three decades, won the respect of 
the world. Its preeminence is in part due to the ample means 
placed at its disposal: close to 20% of a total sum of two bil- 
lion spent on higher education, public and private, is al- 
loted to organized research, as against 5% (of a smaller 
total) twenty years ago. Such funds are provided, directly 
or indirectly, by federal agencies, by foundations or by in- 
dustry. That research is conspicuously free from control. 
The spirit of free inquiry is in no way curbed. Yet, insidi- 
ously but not perfidiously, research in the sciences and in 
the social sciences can be inspired by the sources which 
provide the funds. Attention is directed toward some 
problems while others are temporarily neglected. Team 
work is often overemphasized. The "curse of bigness" 
hangs over donating institutions: it is easier for foundations 
to allot one million dollars to one team than a hundred times 
ten thousand dollars to as many individuals or projects. 
Hence the temptation to inflate some projects and to apply 
for sizable, or colossal, grants. 

Big projects imply the mushrooming of committees, sub- 
committees, executive assistants, deputy executive assist- 
ants, deputy vice-presidents and all the paraphernalia of or- 
ganizational society as mockingly denoted by Parkinson^ 
law. A good deal of the time which professors should de- 
vote to their research is taken up by serving on committees, 
as if, beyond a certain age, their colleagues feared that 
scientists might have few novel ideas and scholars had 
better not write. Executives in a quandary act like the 
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statesman whose difficulties are pathetically described in 

the second part of T. S. Eliot's Coriolan: 

Cry cry what shall I cry? 

The first thing to do is to form the committees: 
The consultative councils, the standing committees, 
select committees and sub -committees. 

A solution might appear to lie in the development 
of a separate class of organizers of research and of adminis- 
trators of universities, on the assumption that those combats 
with the unknown, or with demons, are too important to be 
left to professors. Therein however lies another peril: 
politics Is to be run very differently from business and edu- 
cation is a human, all too human affair. Lecturers are 
sometimes prima donnas; researchers are temperamental 
dreamers who chafe at an excess of efficiency around them, 
cannot work at regular hours and profit most from dream- 
ing or observing with the nonchalant freedom of imagina- 
tion. An excess of organization of advanced research can 
be detrimental to the boldness and freedom of inquiring 
minds. "Ever let the Fancy roam!" Keats' line can be 
meaningful also for scientists and for scholars. 

Many scientific visitors from South America and Europe 
have commented upon their American experiences and their 
reflections have usually concurred on this: that the most im- 
pressive assets of research in this country are not the 
material means or the efficiency in organizing, but the con- 
fident trust of people in one another and the spirit of coop- 
eration. There prevails a greater faith in one's fellow beings 
in this vast continent, including one's fellow scientists. 
Envy, cantankerousness, jealousy of the young, secrecy 
practiced to one's research assistants and secretaries are 
less often to be encountered than they are in older lands. 

Some nationalism has lately sprung up among musical 
composers and artists, who have attempted to play down 
the arts of Europe in order to proclaim the vitality of their 
own creations; it has not carried much conviction with it. 
In general, American science and scholarship have become 
sufficiently self-assured to afford to be generously open to 
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what comes from abroad. Americans realize how much 
they owe to the variety of their ethnic origins and open 
their facilities, provide their research and fellowship funds 
to persons of other nationalities. They have done so in ex- 
emplary fashion in the Fulbright program of Exchange of 
Persons. They have benefited Europe in doing so, and, 
for the first time in world history, they have treated their 
own wealth, in Carnegie's words, as a sacred trust to be 
used in the interest of other peoples. They have also bene- 
fited themselves. The truest friendships among nations 
are those which have been formed by the gifted individuals 
of those nations when, in their receptive youth, eager to ob- 
serve what was foreign to them, fraternally open to what 
was different, they made a prolonged stay in another coun- 
try, saw people at work, learned to appreciate their 
achievement and returned home broadened by their expe- 
rience. To be the man only of one country, of one culture 
and of one age is to be less than a complete man. 



A Bid for Contemplation 



GENTLEMEN OF THE CLASS OF 1958: 
Education is commonly defined as a process, a 
painstaking yet a pleasurable process, of initiation into life. 
It consists in fact of a series of initiations which will succes- 
sively open up for you the worlds of learning, of sports, of 
extracurricular activities, of military adventure, of love and 
marriage, and of a professional or business career. Each of 
those phases of your development is traditionally ushered 
in by a speech of solemn advice, to which the docile candi- 
dates to manhood listen with dutiful respect. "Favete 
linguis," "favor me with the silence of your tongues," was 
the bidding of the master of ceremonies in ancient mys- 
teries. 

You will not be reduced to silence while at Yale and you 
will soon discover that education, as we practice it here, is 
a Socratic give and take, with ample opportunities for dis- 
cussion, and self-expression, even with seminar courses in 
which you will sow robust young seeds in the wearied 
brains of your professors. Today, however, while you are 
still fresh, coy and awe stricken, a member of the Yale 
faculty has been delegated to address you in this august 

An address to the freshman class at Yale, fall 1954 
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hall and he is not a little embarrassed at the task proposed 
to him. The part of a stern moralist and of a dispenser of 
advice on what my colleagues in philosophy called "the 
good life" (which a Frenchman hopes can also be a cheerful 
life) is an intimidating one. Educators who have to assume 
it occasionally can only bear in mind the sobering maxim of 
La Rochefoucauld, according to which "old men like to 
give good precepts, to console themselves for being no 
longer able to provide bad examples." 

Advice will be lavishly showered upon you as you en- 
ter upon this momentous phase of your education; four 
years at Yale which will in all likelihood be the most fruit- 
ful as well as the happiest in your lives. Counselors will 
help you unravel your problems, untie your complexes if 
you are fortunate enough to have some already, and extract 
the deeper significance of a Yale education. Deans and asso- 
ciate deans will gently redress your erratic steps, reward 
your zeal with a generous inclusion on their coveted dean's 
list, protect your frailty against the two chief temptations 
of a student's life: oversleeping in the morning and over- 
indulgence in pernicious weekends. You will one day ap- 
preciate to the full the beneficence of our cut limitations 
and thus learn the value of reconciling freedom and author- 
ity. As one of the sovereign pontiffs of our age (T. S, Eliot) 
put it, "freedom is only true freedom when it appears 
against the background of an artificial limitation." Through 
upperclassmen or the more sophisticated ones among you, 
you will also learn all you need to know about the respec- 
tive qualities of movie and beer houses in New Haven, and 
even about the comparative merits of the young ladies in 
the belt of satellite girls' colleges (separated from you by 
no iron curtain) surrounding our male university and to 
which conscientious Yale crusaders believe they must, "con 
amore," carry the torch of their Lux et Veritas. 

My ambition today is not to duplicate such kind of pre- 
cise information or to offer to you pills of concentrated wis- 
dom which you might chew over your first Yale weekend. 
More than ever before, in these years of grace and alas! of 
disgrace, an educator feels impelled to link education with 
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the world around him, and to propose a few reflections of 
general import to the youth which will have to face formi- 
dable difficulties. If education consists in part in transmit- 
ting to the young the very best in the legacy of the past, 
it also demands that we prepare for the future intelligently 
and imaginatively, and therefore assess the present with 
unflinching clear-sightedness. 

The generation which is coming of age in this decade 
has to face the breakdown of several great dynamic ideas, 
or myths (which does not mean fables but powerful ideas 
charged with emotional force by which our predecessors 
lived). I would briefly define those great ideas or assump- 
tions upon which the fabric of our Western World used to 
rest, as: 

1 ) The belief in an absolute, that is in stable and uni- 
versal religious and ethical values, which began to be se- 
riously undermined in the eighteenth century. Most of us 
nowadays are no longer convinced that we possess the 
Truth and that we should impart it to other nations, whose 
duty it would be to bow to our missionaries or emissaries. 
We are by no means skeptics rejoicing in a Heraclitean 
world of change and addicted to ironical negation. But we 
cannot claim to live securely in a world battled by insecu- 
rity. We search for standards, but we are aware that search- 
ing for them is probably healthier and more comforting 
than finding them once for all. Old shrines have to be 
destroyed, or at least deserted, in order that new shrines 
may be erected. Not many if any of your Yale teachers will 
confidently assure you that they have all the answers to the 
world's enigmas, and to yours, and proclaim to incoming 
freshmen, in the noble words of Keats in Hyperion: "Re- 
ceive the Truth, and let it be your balm." 

2) The myth or idea of Progress, which, from the 
eighteenth through the first few decades of the twentieth 
century, bid fair to replace the crumbling faith in an ab- 
solute, has lately been dealt deathly blows. It implied an 
unbounded faith in mankind and in the undeveloped po- 
tentialities of man, aiming to rise above his own self and 
to emerge triumphant, almost godlike, in the twilight of 
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the gods. Science and technology, continuously growing, 
were bound to increase human happiness and to improve 
that perfectible creature, man, and man-made institutions. 
From France and Britain, the faith in progress emigrated 
to America, where it became naturalized and almost an 
established religion. We lived by it, except for occasional 
dissenters, until World War II. Then we had to witness a 
regression of civilization, the slaughter of millions of Jews 
in scientifically organized extermination camps, the ruth- 
lessness of Communist tyranny, the advent of the atomic 
era. The unquestioning confidence which made our ances- 
tors believe that, as science developed and material wel- 
fare increased, man's happiness was correspondingly en- 
hanced, is no longer with us. The nightmare of a brutal 
collapse of our civilization, indeed of our planet, now ob- 
sesses us. 

3) The myth of success was another of the implicit 
articles of faith upon which Western society was built. 
Victorian England, post-Napoleonic France as depicted in 
the novels of Stendhal and Balzac, in which every young 
man, looking back at the meteoric career of the Emperor, 
whispered "Pourquoi pas moi?", had cherished material 
success, the respectability and the complacency which it 
brought in its train. It became the creed of the ascending 
middle class. 

America then took over the cult of success as the reward 
of hard work, rugged individualism, mass production and 
know-how. Many still pay lip service to it. Yet, the de- 
pression of 1929, then the events of 194041 which shook 
the country out of its serenity forever, the drafting of over 
ten million young men, the maze of foreign entanglements 
through which we now have to thread our way, killed the 
fond belief that America would remain immune from the 
ills of the Old World and seek success undisturbed. 

A young man entering Yale in 1954 no longer entertains 
the conviction that, if he does well in college, receives de- 
cent gentlemen's grades and forms the proper connections, 
he will be content with becoming a bank president, joining 
the country club and owning two Cadillacs, and will recite 
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to himself and others that "the best is yet to come." Litera- 
ture has pictured for him the death of a salesman dis- 
illusioned by the inner emptiness of success, the sad plight 
of the falsely successful businessman reaching the point of 
no return. Even popular magazines and the radio, and the 
very air which we breathe daily have forced us to accept 
tragedy as omnipresent. This country, at mid-century and 
basking in the highest material prosperity ever reached, is 
in fact permeated with the tragic sense of life. One of our 
religious writers has called it "the irony of American his- 
tory": the tragic irony of having to manufacture H bombs 
in order to avert war, knowing all the while that armament 
races have regularly ended in war; of having to prepare for, 
indeed to perpetrate, evil for the sake of what we believe or 
hope may be a higher good. 

We thus have lost some of our moorings at the very time 
when the problems we faced had become more momentous 
than ever before. Fear, and the fear of fear itself, which 
had been familiar fixtures of life in older war-ridden con- 
tinents, have now invaded the New World and afflicted 
the youth of this country. Something would be amiss with 
us if it were otherwise. Like Hamlet, the generations of 
young Americans now on the threshold of bright college 
years may be tempted to lament the rotten or the broken 
world in which they have been thrust and to regret that 
ever they were born to set it right. The catastrophes with 
which nuclear energy threaten us differ from the evils of 
past centuries (the eruption of Vesuvius, the Black Plague, 
the Lisbon earthquake) in this, that they are of our own 
making. Our own elected executives and statesmen had, in 
our very name, to take the decision to drop atomic bombs 
on Japan, to manufacture hydrogen bombs, to risk incalcu- 
lable chain reactions. Those decisions, in the opinion of 
many of us, were let us not say right, but justified and 
probably unavoidable. The fact remains that, for the first 
time in history, man in democratic countries has ceased 
to be proud of himself. He, and the science which he has 
developed, suffer from a bad conscience. 

Why remind young men, who have enough pressing 
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problems of their own, of the gloomy picture offered by the 
world into which they are, through four or more years of 
steady learning, preparing to enter fully equipped? Be- 
cause all is not lost. Nothing in fact is lost, provided the 
young generations rise to meet the challenge thrown to 
them by history. 

Much vain talk has been squandered on the issues which 
confront us today. Some have chosen to declaim against 
science, to vituperate against "soulless" scientists, and to 
suggest some panacea of their own. The lot of atomic phys- 
icists is not an enviable one. True it is that science should 
not become the exclusive arbiter of our consciences, and 
that a scientific education, obviously necessary for a large 
part of the youth in the country which has to lead the world 
scientifically, should be supplemented with a strong back- 
ground in the arts and in the humanities. But we are not 
going to turn our backs against science, still less to hold it 
responsible for the evil use to which we have put it. 

Others have preferred to mourn the chain of events 
which has brought us to our present plight. They scold us 
for having fully deserved God's wrath: they delight, emulat- 
ing the sombre eloquence of a Jonathan Edwards, in de- 
picting the new Apocalypse and the infernal abysses gaping 
before us. Or else, brilliant "fugitives" from the agrarian 
South, lay preachers invested with all the authority of sons 
of the Tennessee Valley, they deride the Jeffersonian and 
Rousseaustic faith in the goodness and perfectibility of man. 
They recall to us our wretched state of sinners and ransack 
literature to prove to us that awareness of evil alone makes 
a man worthy of interest and woman presumably a little 
more so. With St. Paul they discover anew "a law that, 
when we would do good, evil is present in us." But do we 
not need today more faith in our ability to do good and 
all the optimism we can muster? 

Others still have taken pride in the sense of tragedy 
which they assume to be the privilege of their generation. 
They sedulously cultivate their anguish and find in it a 
convenient pretext to excuse their own inadequacies: pro- 
crastination; scattering and waste of their energies, a com- 
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mon fault of juniors who are too confident of having world 
enough and time; conceit, a common fault of blase seniors; 
excessive readiness to forget all that was poured into the 
sieve of their intellects, a fault of some alumni. They rea- 
son that, the world being sadly out of joint, the literature 
and art of their time can only reflect disintegration and 
their own work express disorder and frustration. No more 
dangerous fallacy could be proposed to young men. On 
the contrary, it is in troubled times and days of anxiety 
that the best minds should strive for serene contemplation, 
for lucid and orderly thinking, for beauty, harmony and 
wisdom. A university is the proper setting for such an at- 
tempt. There we are reminded of Socrates and Plato who 
evolved methods of thought while the Peloponnesian war 
raged, of St. Augustine, Descartes and Goethe, whose age, 
no less than ours, was one of transition, of strife and 
cataclysm, yet who set about rebuilding. 

None of your teachers is the happy contriver of a recipe 
which he can pass on to you, to enable you to solve the 
problems which you will have to face. He may, however, 
make bold to offer a few counsels to those who are now 
entering upon the advanced stage of their education. 

Times are tragically grave. But do not let yourself be 
overwhelmed by them. The myth of the sorcerer's appren- 
tice has been resorted to far too often by prophets of gloom. 
The worst evil that could befall us would be for us to un- 
dergo a failure of nerve such as brought about the dis- 
integration of Greece two or three centuries before Christ. 
You are not going to abdicate passively, and your teachers 
stand ready to help you acquire the intellectual and moral 
equipment that you need. 

Do not forsake humor and the healthy capacity to laugh 
at yourselves, to laugh at the ironies of fate, to smile at 
the high seriousness of Kierkegaard, Dostoevsky, Kafka, 
Faulkner, of Freud and his unrepressed progeny, of Marx- 
ists and Existentialists. Do not be seduced exclusively by 
the siren songs of the Tragic Muse, dear to young men; 
let the comic spirit smile in you and lighten your burden. 

Accumulate knowledge while you are here, and espe- 
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cially knowledge of the past, which will provide you with 
lessons, will enrich your memories with stores of associa- 
tions and acquaint you with the cultural heritage which it 
will be your lot to preserve. Removing yourselves for a 
while from the immediacy of the present is no selfish escape. 
It means acquiring the proper perspective in which to view 
and interpret the present. It may also mean learning how to 
repeat the performance of the greatest among our predeces- 
sors: the Greeks, the men of the twelfth and thirteenth cen- 
turies, those of the Renaissance, the Founders of the Ameri- 
can Republic, the heroes of the French Revolution who, 
faced with obstacles similar to ours, boldly jumped ahead 
and out of the threat of chaos brought forth a new syn- 
thesis. 

A great university is a collective and molding force, 
with its ideals, its traditions, its banner and its totems and 
its rites, a valuable "esprit de corps 1 ' of which Yale is justly 
proud. But in a university also, a spirit of conformity, of 
social snobbery, of intellectual monotony may grow. You 
might be attracted overmuch by the desire to "adjust 
yourselves," to group together, act, think in a herdlike way, 
become afraid of being yourselves. Be on your guard 
against such an alienation of the most precious thing in the 
world, your personality. Remain, or rather become, your- 
selves amid large lecture courses, spacious dining halls, 
bulky assignments, lengthy sermons, long, or repeated, 
drinks. Distrust quantity in all its forms, including the 
arrogance which may seize young men belonging to the 
first university in the country and apt to look upon them- 
selves as the embodiment of the best in Yale. A southern 
poet, Sidney Lanier, once mocked Walt Whitman's in- 
spired rhetoric by summing it up thus: "Because the Mis- 
sissippi is long therefore every American is God." Here 
we modestly rank ourselves third, after God and country. 
Yet do not assume that, because the Yale Bowl is colossal 
and the Sterling Library immense and the Harkness Tower 
majestic and the Yale Faculty second to none, therefore 
every Yale man is destined to greatness. Yale will be what 
you make it some day. 
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Above all, consider these four years as crucial ones for 
you, and for the world. Whatever field of specialization you 
elect ( and the field matters less than the spirit in which you 
cultivate it), do not fail to learn a few essentials while at 
Yale: how to work, that is to say, a method for organizing 
your time, your energy, your ideas and your manner of 
expressing them; how to save time by never being content 
with superficiality, but going in depth into anything you 
attempt; how to concentrate, losing sight of the distracting 
unessentials around you, training your memory, your atten- 
tion, your power of analysis to rush to your assistance when 
needed. Do not divorce your academic culture from living 
problems as you might be tempted to do when your young 
minds delight in the discovery of their own subtlety. Do not 
let yourselves, you band of happy few, become divorced 
from the unhappy many who have not had the good fortune 
to enter Yale. Do not forsake the clear language of common 
men for metaphysical or legal jargon. Do not indulge in the 
hairsplitting and the sophistry of what T. S. Eliot once 
called "minds refined beyond the point of civilization."" For 
your learning and your profundity would be of little avail, 
unless you shared them with others and reached out to 
them. 

Trust the Yale Faculty. It is eager to cooperate with you 
without restraining your independence. We, of the older 
generations, do not feel too proud of the world that we are 
bequeathing to you. We shudder at the magnitude of the 
burden which will be yours, in 1960 or 1970. For the very 
survival of this earth, of the civilization of which America 
has become the leader and the trustee, may well hinge upon 
decisions taken by you and others like you ten or fifteen 
years from now. The issue before you will be whether man 
will choose to be a destroyer or a creator. The same nuclear 
energy which may unleash untold catastrophes may also 
spell unbounded benefits for mankind. If we may be hor- 
rified at the latest development of science, we may well be 
seized with wonder and with hope at the genius of man 
assuming full control of his fate. I for one am full of hope. 
A very great deal is expected, all over the world, from the 
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coming generation of Americans, and far more than ma- 
terial and technical assistance. Great civilizations have al- 
ways faced, and responded to, similar challenges. Arnold 
Toynbee may well be right in this, if not in his mood of 
gloom. Let your class, through the training of character, 
of intelligence, of imagination which we shall try to provide 
for you, stand ready to meet the formidable yet stimulating 
challenge which awaits America and its leaders in the de- 
cades to come. 



From Knowledge to Wisdom 



I DEEM IT A GREAT HONOR to have been asked once 
again to address an audience in a school which bears an 
illustrious name and has proved consistently worthy of it 
and of its lofty ideals. Its graduates rank among the ablest 
students enrolled in the most demanding colleges and uni- 
versities in the country. Its alumni are not content with 
providing examples of successful men after which the 
young students hope to mold themselves. They retain an 
active and devoted interest in the nursery of keen minds 
and of fine characters where they once were trained, and 
they are anxious for the school to continue to improve it- 
self so as to meet the ever more difficult exigencies of 
leadership which are likely to confront the ascending gen- 
erations of Americans. The presence of many of them to- 
night is an encouragement and a challenge to the guest 
speaker. He will pay you back, as speakers are wont to do, 
with gentle scolding and austere admonitions. 

Complacence is supposed to be a characteristic of many 
Americans. It is perhaps true that, in several realms, the 
fundamental conviction of Americans is that the customer 
is always right, that the present is uniformly rosy and that 
not to smile at it, or not to grin, is a sin. But a far different 
An address at the Taft School, April 1955 
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mood has always prevailed in the field of education. Every 
year classes of honor students, of Phi Beta Kappa and 
other selected groups, even of average students pulling 
through, if not over, scholastic hurdles with "gentlemen's 
grades" and damned with faint praise by Deans as "healthy 
good citizens," graduate from our schools and colleges. 
Ritually, as if to prepare for what we call an active career 
in which many speeches will have to be delivered over melt- 
ing ice cream and tepid coffee, and many more listened to 
with subtly disguised boredom, those young men and 
future leaders are treated to lay sermons by educators. 
What good it does the young men has never yet, I believe, 
been statistically explored. The good it does the lay preach- 
ers is beyond dispute. We, teachers and preachers, are all 
chronically pregnant with ideas, advice, anecdotes, jokes, 
and quotations, of which we have to deliver ourselves as 
ana-aesthetic ally as possible. We are reformers at heart. 
But since we long ago gave up trying to reform our wives, 
our secretaries, our friends and, of course, ourselves, we 
find it wholesome to cast our eyes and wag our tongues 
elsewhere in the hope of reforming other teachers' students 
and education in general. 

Education seems to take it good-humoredly. Indeed 
therein lies one of the most puzzling paradoxes about this 
country. On the one hand, education is for all of us a reli- 
gion; we look upon it as upon one of the very few potent 
means we may have of changing man and of bringing about 
some progress in an otherwise discouraging world. We 
consent to enormous sacrifices in order to educate our chil- 
dren. We take pride in our colleges, where we erect towers 
and libraries and sport palaces to shelter our youth for four 
years in a blissful oasis. Yet, at the same time, a dim realiza- 
tion that our schools are not all that they should be lurks 
in the minds of many of us. Americans often voice their 
discontent about their school system, their anger at the 
waste they detect in the last year of high school; they even 
suffer from an inferiority complex about it and envy for- 
eigners who appear to have mastered mathematics, history 
and languages better and to have acquired a more mature 
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Intellectual discipline in their West European education. 

Criticism of American education by American educators 
is indeed one of our oldest traditions. It is also one of our 
healthiest ones. For it is not sickly delight in humiliating 
ourselves or abject autocriticism in the Russian manner, 
but the reminder that criticism is the lifeblood of all crea- 
tion, that perfection is not easily, if ever, reached in the 
complex two-way process called education. It is to the credit 
of a long series of American educational leaders that they 
have mercilessly scathed the inadequacies of our colleges 
and raised ever higher the ideal toward which we should 
strive. As early as 1902, Woodrow Wilson, elected Presi- 
dent of Princeton University declared: "You know that the 
pupils in the colleges in the last several decades have not 
been educated. You know that, with all our teaching, we 
train nobody. You know that, with all our instructing, we 
educate nobody." 

Five decades later, President R. M. Hutchins of the 
University of Chicago, who had donned the mantle of a 
prophet of gloom once worn by Wilson, used sharper lan- 
guage. He wrote, in The Conflict In Education in a Demo- 
cratic Society: "It may be useful to raise the question 
whether America has become rich and powerful because of 
her educational system or in spite of it." 

The remedies advocated by Mr. Hutchins have not met 
with the approval of many of us, who have found them re- 
actionary and unfit for a democratic society in an age of 
science. But we have found food for thought in his criticism 
of existing conditions. Not all is to be accepted as valid in 
another onslaught on American schools, Educational 
Wastelands, by Professor A. E. Bestor, of the University 
of Illinois. Yet his main proposition can hardly be disre- 
garded: "that schools exist to teach something, and that 
this something is the power to think." A conference of 
educators, the Association for Higher Education, convened 
in Chicago in the early days of March 1955. It made the 
headlines in several New York newspapers, which quoted 
extensively from the grave charges proffered against higher 
education by all the speakers. I shall summarize some of 
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those charges here, not in an acrimonious spirit of idle 
recrimination, not as a foreigner judging American intel- 
lectuality with condescension, but as an educator whose 
own career and ideals are identified with American educa- 
tion. The distinguished young men who are being honored 
today in this school deserve more than perfunctory or con- 
ventional compliments. They will some day be leaders, and 
they will want to be aware of the imperfections which their 
elders have perceived and denounced in the most important 
of all American enterprises: the training of the youth. 

Two of the finest achievements of American civilization 
have been the development of efficiency and productivity 
which, through rationalizing and saving human labor, made 
possible the astonishing success of business in this coun- 
try; and the expansion of confidence in our fellow beings, 
the eagerness to join them in organizing community life 
and in practice as well as in theory, a living faith in the 
noblest idea yet evolved by mankind: fraternity. But all 
things in this world are always threatened by an insidious 
ambivalence which can turn them to evil as well as to good. 
Both business efficiency and the readiness to merge in a 
community, when they entered the realm of education, have 
entailed harmful consequences. 

First, as asserted one of the participants in the above- 
mentioned Chicago conference, Dr. Henry David, executive 
secretary of the National Manpower Council at Columbia 
University, too many colleges, impressed by the successful 
operation of assembly plants, of department stores and 
supermarkets, have become defensive about their intel- 
lectual functions and responsibilities. They have fallen back 
upon the much easier problems of organization and ad- 
ministration, and they operate as educational service sta- 
tions. Presidents have aimed at running teaching institu- 
tions smoothly, with the twofold ideal of not incurring a 
deficit and of not having trouble makers on their faculty 
happily, an unattainable goal. Many teachers have also been 
contaminated by the pursuit of administrative efficiency; 
they have gone in for large-scale organization, aping big 
business executives. They thus tended to forget that teach- 
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ing well is more difficult and more valuable than administer- 
ing, and that research and writing, far more difficult than 
running an office well, are essential to great teaching. And 
the hardest challenge should always be the goal of intel- 
lectuals worthy of the name. A British prelate recently 
suggested that we abolish all typewriters. Life indeed might 
well thus recover some serenity, and much of our useless 
routine might be abolished if not only typewriters and 
dictating machines but other instruments of torture like 
telephones commanded less fetishism among scholars and 
educators. 

Second, the ability of Americans to forsake the stressing 
of their ideological differences and to merge them into the 
concerted pursuit of one common goal may well fill with 
envy a Frenchman, whose countrymen suffer from a con- 
genital reluctance to agree to disagree. It is a magnificent 
asset in political life. Even in economic life it has proved a 
boon, except when perfidiously utilized by shameless pub- 
licity, intent upon standardizing the needs of individuals 
and upon conditioning them all to the same stock demands 
and responses. 

Things are otherwise, however, where the life of the 
mind is concerned. Several American scientists have lately 
voiced their concern over the relative lack of originality 
which they detected in their countrymen, working as teams 
in which the superior individual, the paradoxical but inven- 
tive research man, was too often neutralized and paralyzed. 
Our schools and colleges likewise favor the person who is 
"popular," likely to be elected to societies, clubs and boards 
through co-optation by others of his ilk, but who shuns 
intellectual independence. The famous phrase "well-ad- 
justed" has indeed wrought much harm. For must a stu- 
dent be adjusted to the very temporary and artifical condi- 
tions of Ms narrow group, or to the deeper and permanent 
values which ancient cultures have transmitted to his own, 
or even to a vast and changing world in which other con- 
tinents can no longer remain ignored? 

For young Americans of the second half of this century 
a grave peril lies in uniformity and unimaginative intel- 
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lectual monotony. Tocqueville had prophesied with his 
usual acuity that the crucial test for American democracy 
would be in the development of the superior individual. 
More recently, Ambassador George F. Kennan, in a speech 
delivered at Notre Dame on May 15, 1953, deplored "the 
powerful strain of our American cast of mind that has little 
use for the artist or the writer. " He added: 

What is it that causes us to huddle together, herdlike, in 
tastes and enthusiasms that represent only the common de- 
nominator of popular acquiescence rather than to show our- 
selves receptive to the tremendous flights of creative imagina- 
tion of which the individual mind has shown itself capable? Is 
it that we are forgetful of the true source of our moral strength, 
afraid of ourselves, afraid to look into the chaos of our own 
breasts, afraid of the bright, penetrating light of the great 
teachers? 

Mr. Kennan, who had not forgotten the horrors of Nazi 
Germany and was familiar with Russia, warned us how 
easily such uniformity of thought and habit can be put to 
evil use and lead to the domination of our spiritual and 
political lives by demagogues, advocates of intolerance and 
of suspicion. Historians will doubtless some day shudder 
retrospectively at the gravity of the blows which were 
dealt American ideals in 195254. National common sense 
prevailed, but some consequences of that moral crisis linger 
with us: distrust of the intellectuals, herdlike grouping 
around orthodoxy, and a rift between the scientists, upon 
whom any progress in national defence today must de- 
pend, and politicians. 

The task of educators is to draw the lessons from recent 
developments. What are they? First of all, that the develop- 
ment of education in the early decades of this century, 
which tended toward uniformization and levelling down, 
must be reversed. A democracy needs superior individuals. 
A dictatorship fosters acquiescence and submission and 
thus stifles any minority group which could endanger one- 
man rule; it provides for no alternative leadership when 
the dictator falls or dies. The strength of a democratic 
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regime is that it can count on a supply of competent leaders 
from several social strata and parties. 

Promising and potentially superior individuals can often 
be detected early in their school and college days. They 
should not be set apart or induced to grow conceited or 
arrogant over their mental ability. The truest sign of be- 
longing to any elite and of being born to lead is never to 
boast about it and perhaps not to be aware of it. The gifted 
student should be impressed with the notion that he has 
more duties than the average one, and fewer rights. Instead 
of gently coasting along in college because he can count on 
good grades, he should be faced with ever new obstacles 
to overcome. Happily our educators have, in the last few 
years, begun to pay more attention to the gifted student. 

Such a student will usually be recognized through the 
questioning quality of his mind, through an impatient and 
rebellious nature, fretting at passivity. He will not easily 
be shackled by orthodoxy he will not easily be content 
with assignments, mechanical tests, large impersonal lec- 
ture-courses. He will prove "a little difficult," as all that is 
interesting does, a wife, a child, a horse, a machine. He 
will be severe on bad or mediocre teaching; but he should 
also be a good learner. An eminent educator, Dean Harold 
W. Stoke of the University of Washington, lately de- 
plored the exclusive emphasis on good teaching in our edu- 
cational pronouncements and theories. Such an emphasis, 
separating good teaching too sharply from the whole educa- 
tional process, said Dean Stoke, leads many to forget that 
good learning on the student's part is a necessary counter- 
part of good teaching: 

The burden of expectation for educational accomplishment has 
somehow subtly been shifted in the American school system 
. . . Actually we do so much of his [the student's] work that 
we give him little opportunity to learn ... it should be a 
part of our art not to teach what we like to teach, but to en- 
able him to learn what he ought to learn. [Journal of the Pro- 
ceedings of the Association of Graduate Schools, 1954] 

The leaders whom the country needs more direly than 
ever, as it faces ever more formidable issues in our shrink- 
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ing world and in our era of nuclear fission, will have to 
meet simultaneously two requirements which educational 
theorists have too readily presented as incompatible: they 
must be trained as specialists and also as humanists. All 
education in its advanced stages always was and must 
needs be vocational: doctors, chemists, engineers, clergy- 
men, professors have to know their subject well. Their 
thinking must feed on precise knowledge, their acting 
must have weighed all the factors involved down to the 
minutest details. It is nevertheless true that vocational train- 
ing has been developed to a ludicrous excess in our educa- 
tional system and has been started at too early a stage. It 
has produced on the one hand specialists "who know 
everything about practically nothing," teaching schoolboys 
and students "who get to know nothing about almost every- 
thing." Those were the words used by Dr. John F. Gum- 
mere, Headmaster of the William Penn Charter School of 
Philadelphia, at the recent Chicago conference. It has on 
the other hand narrowed down many semieducated people 
to the level of the ideal specialists, the animals. Animals, 
bees, ants, beavers, do one thing to perfection, but nothing 
else, and cannot face up to a new situation and invent an 
original solution. 

Humanists have hurt their case by conceiving humani- 
ties in too traditional a way, when they should have been 
revitalized with fresh zest, broadened so as to encompass a 
much wider world than the Mediterranean area which was 
their cradle, and democratized instead of being too often 
presented as a genteel aristocratic training reserved for a 
sheltered leisure class. The whole concept of our leisure 
class must be thought out anew, in a context far different 
from that of Thorstein Veblen. Not bankers, industrialists, 
men in the professions, but mechanics, foremen and the new 
fabulous and envied heroes of our age, plumbers, constitute 
the new leisure group. And how to put our growing leisure 
to satisfying and enriching use is one of the vital questions 
in our democracy today. 

The answer is in continuing, or doing over again, our 
education after the college years. An informed citizen in 
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1955 or In 1975 will need to know ten times more (in 
geography, history, anthropology, psychology, sociology, 
economics, languages, literature and, of course, in the exact 
sciences) than this ancestor did in 1875 or 1900. Yet the 
time allotted to our education has, if anything, decreased as 
education became more costly and as impatience, our mod- 
ern malady, seized parents and students alike. As a result, 
many of us, ten or twenty years out of college, woefully 
fail to come up to Matthew Arnold's definition of the edu- 
cated man as one who is able "to understand the world, 
and himself."" Hence the sight of middle-aged persons of 
both sexes who appear like waifs stranded in a changing 
world or like fossils, unable to comprehend new conditions, 
still less to cope with them. 

When we talk of adult education, we smugly imagine it 
as reserved for those who never had the opportunity to go 
to college. We have summer schools, but we like to think 
that they are reserved for schoolteachers, for a few single 
ladies in search of spiritual romance, and a few cranks who 
believe in studying after they have left school. The so-called 
normal men, who graduated from respectable schools and 
colleges, seldom read a serious book. They buy their wives 
subscriptions to the Book of the Month, as a handy femi- 
nine present requiring from the giver no undue imaginative 
exertion; they glance at Time and Business Week., and off- 
set the reading of the severe Stock Market columns in 
their daily paper with the relaxation afforded by the illus- 
trated pages tragically called "comics." 

Yet history unfolds around them at an accelerated pace, 
and Americans are thrown in the very midst of the mael- 
strom. Very few take advantage of the most revealing mir- 
ror to the concerns of our age, literature. They dismiss 
modern works as obscure, or as unhealthy. Their vision of 
the world remains conditioned by a few half-obliterated 
notions absorbed years ago at school. Yet, every quarter of 
a century or so, our outlook upon the world, which is de- 
pendent upon physics, astronomy, psychology, etc., should 
undergo a radical change. If we reread Sophocles, Shake- 
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speare, Balzac, Dostoevsky, Proust at fifty or sixty, we 
would realize how differently, and how little we understood 
them at twenty. There are even subjects like political sci- 
ence and economics, which it is no use studying too early, 
before we have any concrete experience of the subject mat- 
ter. 

We educators have to confess our failure if we do not 
persuade the youth that education is a lifelong process and 
that, as Sir Richard Livingstone warned Englishmen in 
the darkest hour of their history (in The Future of Educa- 
tion, 1941 ), to cease education at fourteen (we should add, 
at twenty) is as unnatural as to die at that age. "The one is 
physical death, the other intellectual death." New facts 
have to be learned every ten years, old ones have to be 
interpreted anew. Our worst enemy is hardening of our 
mental arteries. Doctors have lately aroused us to the 
pathetic problem of sixteen million Americans over sixty- 
five (there will be twenty million in 1975, ten times more 
than in 1900, indeed seventeen per cent of all voters) who 
encounter great difficulty in "easing into retirement" and 
do not know what to do with themselves when they are no 
longer needed. 

We are to blame if we have not imparted to those 
people, and to many others in their forties and fifties, the 
intellectual curiosity, the spiritual eagerness, the zest in 
discovery of new provinces of knowledge, the enjoyment in 
living fully which ought to be the prime objective of educa- 
tion. We are even more to blame if, as is reported, one 
American out of seventeen is slated for the psychiatrist' s 
couch. He may have stored up factual knowledge. But 
there is another word, not necessarily synonymous with 
knowledge, indeed often opposed to it, which our education 
should have stressed; it designates a thing which many of 
our college graduates, many of our leaders, many of our 
executives, many of our cocktail party addicts lack. That is 
wisdom. 

An English poet of the eighteenth century, who could 
well prize wisdom since he had suffered from a deranged 
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mind, William Cowper, wrote in The Task (VI, 88-91, 
97^-98): 

Knowledge and -wisdom , far from being one, 
Have oft times no connection. Knowledge dwells 
In heads replete with thoughts of other men; 
Wisdom in minds attentive to their own. . . . 
Knowledge is proud that he has learned so much, 
Wisdom is humble that he knows no more. 

The generation of bright young men who are being 
honored today will, two or three decades from now, have 
to make momentous decisions involving war or peace, the 
survival or the destruction of the civilized world. My own 
contact with American youth has inspired me with con- 
fidence. They have courage, self-reliance, rectitude; their 
intellectual gifts are second to none; if properly advised, 
they learn eagerly and they store up valuable knowledge in 
their school years; they are endowed with more valiant 
faith and more respect for greatness than the young men 
of 192035 who recognized themselves too complacently 
in Sweeney Agonistes and other hollow men and who 
thought themselves interesting when they paraded their 
anguish everywhere and hailed themselves, as in the terms 
of W. H. Auden's title, as living in "The Age of Anxiety." 
But there is one wish which I often formulate when ob- 
serving them and the difficult but challenging world which 
we are bequeathing to them. Let them be persuaded that 
their true education will only really begin after they have 
left college, and that its goal should be to marry with the 
audacity and impetuousness of the young the wisdom which 
the world will expect from the country destined to lead 
history in years to come. 
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ubiquitous influence of the mass media, and argues that we 
should propose more positive Ideals to our young people. In 
the second essay, "The Emigre" Scholar in America," he surveys 
the significant cultural migration that preceded and accompanied 
World War II and brought such f oreign-born scholars as 
Vladimir Nabokov to our campuses. 

In the remaining essays, the. author compares education 
in France and the United States, discusses the impact of 
contemporary American writers upon French literature, 
emphasizes the value of a reading knowledge of at least one 
foreign language, urges critics to avoid jargon in their writing, 
examines the scholarship of our graduate students and the 
organization and functioning of our colleges and graduate 
schools, and closes with a few words of advice to students aged 
eighteen to eighty. 

Many recent writers, OB modem education have been 
concerned mainly with jolting us out of our complacency and, 
like all reformers, have thus neglected the optimistic features 
in our present situation. Professor Peyre, in contrast, views with 
hope as well as alarm and gives credit where credit is due. He 
even has a kind, if jrfiaps mistaken, word for the prose 
of sociologists. 

Not only educated geaetat reefers amd persons concerned witl* 
the problems of education in t&e IJilited States wil find this 
book of interest ^Ite author has a great deal to say to teachers 
of foreign languages, : stated and teachers of comparative 
literature, and, those isfcefesled 'ia modem literature and literary 
criticism in general. 
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